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 Race, a socially constructed idea designed to maintain the power and privilege 
of Whiteness and the colonial and economic exploitation of Black/Brown-identified 
people in the United States (Quiros & Araujo Dawson, 2013), has a direct impact on 
the ethnic identity development and self-authorship of Brown people (i.e., Latina/os, 
Chicana/os, Hispanics, etc.). This inquiry uncovers the testimonios of five Brown 
women participants and their continued ethnic identity and self-authorship 
development as first-generation students in graduate school. From a critical, cultural, 
constructivist lens and blend of testimonio (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012) and 
collage inquiry (Butler-Kisber, 2007), this research applied a borderlands/Mestiza 
consciousness (Anzaldúa, 1987) and intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) framework to 
dismantle binary definitions and experiences that imprison women in their identity 
development. Participant testimonios revealed patterns based on their navigation 
through the intrapersonal, epistemological, and interpersonal self-authorship 
dimensions. Specifically, patterns emerged around participant's experiences shifting in 
their Brownness, understanding their intersectionality, self-transformation, self-
validation, responsibility to family, and being alone or “the lonely one” in graduate 
school. Implications for practice include mentorship opportunities, co-curricular 
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engagement, engagement of family in graduate school, capacity building, and mental 
health support for graduate students. Each of the implications must center and include 
the students and communities that they are intended to support. While this inquiry can 
benefit all higher education institutions, predominately White institutions should 
engage most with the implications presented to strengthen their support of graduate 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 
Since I was a child, my racial and ethnic identity felt imposed, tokenized, 
unclear, and not suited to me. I learned about my identities from my family (who 
adopted me at two weeks old) through food, music, holiday traditions, and stories; yet, 
I do not ever remember having the race conversation. While, I do not believe my 
parents avoided talking to me about race (because I know they experienced racism), I 
feel their decision not to engage in the conversation was influenced by their lived 
experiences and socialization as individuals who grew up during the 1960s civil rights 
movement. Specifically, I believe my grandparents’ experiences with overt racism and 
forced assimilation to White culture influenced how my parents were raised and what 
they passed down to my parents about our culture; we were Spanish not Mexican. In 
addition, my dad’s access to graduate level education and its influence on their social 
class status influenced how they experienced the world and the decisions they made as 
parents. Their decisions, however, did not protect me from the inherent racism I 
experienced as a child. I knew I was Hispanic (the government ethnic identifier on my 
birth certificate), that my skin was Brown (but not too Brown), and that my 
experiences were different than my White peers.  
In college, I learned about Chicana/os, an ethnic identifier which refers to 
United States citizens of Mexican descent and their history and experience as 
Mexican-Americans in the pre-Anglo, American Southwest, and Mexico (Cuello, 
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2000) and uncovered the twice conquered history of Brown people in Mexico and the 
United States. The stories and experiences I gained in my Chicana/o studies courses 
opened new ways of personal reflection for me and made me question the truth behind 
the identifier given to me. For instance, Chicana/o studies created personal 
connections for me to my grandparents’ testimonios about the treatment they received 
growing up and the environmental macroaggressions they experienced daily through 
signage outside of buildings and doors in their hometowns such as “No Dogs or 
Mexicans Allowed,” “We serve Whites only,” and “No Spanish or Mexicans.” 
Chicana/o studies also connected me to the experiences I did not know. For instance, I 
did not know about the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, a treaty which granted 
the United States half of Mexico’s northern territory (including Arizona, California, 
New Mexico, Utah, Nevada, and parts of Colorado) in exchange for $15 million and 
how it forced 80,000 Mexican people to become foreigners in their own land (Meier & 
Ribera, 1993). The concept of foreigners in their own land stuck with me and allowed 
me to recognize how when visiting familia (family) in New Mexico, I always felt a 
spiritual connection. To this day, I still perceive my spiritual connection to New 
Mexico as my ancestors awakening the truth in me.  
After engaging with 600 plus years of Chicana/o history, I could not hide the 
anger, confusion, frustration, and pain I experienced as a result of the socialization I 
received from individuals who I loved and trusted, my primary and secondary 
education, and many other enforcements about my identity. I felt so many ways all at 
once and was so unaware of where to even start to unpack all the colonized rhetoric I 
embraced for 20 years. I also felt pride and celebration for the beauty of my culture, 
people, and familia (family); their power was inside me and ready to start a revolution. 
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Most importantly, I felt validated and connected to myself and my community in ways 
I had never felt before. From that point forward, I began to make meaning of the 
beauty of my experience as a Brown person. I no longer accepted the tokenized idea of 
what it meant to be Hispanic; I was not Hispanic—I was Chicana! This was the 
beginning of my process toward understanding my ethnic identity and self-authorship, 
“the internal capacity to define one’s beliefs, identity, and social relations,” (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008, p. 269).  
My journey in self-authorship strengthened in graduate school as I learned to 
trust my decisions, knowledge, and self. Throughout graduate school, I made meaning 
for myself on each of the self-authorship tenants: how I wanted to view the world 
(epistemological dimension), how I viewed myself (intrapersonal dimension), and how 
I viewed and wanted to maintain relationships with others (interpersonal dimension) 
(Baxter Magolda, 2008). Self-authorship created a foundation for me to navigate my 
graduate school experience as a Brown woman and guided me toward language to 
describe my experience as a Chicana. I was a Brown woman who lived in the 
borderlands, a space for multiple, shifting identities and integrities to remain intact 
(Anzaldúa, 1987). Through its “synergy of two cultures with various degrees of 
Mexicanness or Angloness” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 78), the borderlands acted as a source 
of political critique and social transformation against the dominant White culture, 
which sustained my ability to practice authenticity and self-authorship as a Chicana. 
From a critical, cultural, constructivist lens and blend of testimonio (Reyes & 
Curry Rodriguez, 2012) and collage inquiry (Butler-Kisber, 2007), this research 
applied the concept of the borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987) to explore Brown graduate 
students’ continued ethnic identity development and self-authorship. In addition, this 
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research was autobiographical with the hope of continuing to develop my own ethnic, 
self-authorship while learning with and from the journeys of other Brown women. The 
emergent design of this inquiry was congruent with the shifting nature of Mestiza 
consciousness, a concept used by Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) to break down binary 
identity definitions that imprison women and borderlands identity. The participants in 
this study were selected based on their identity as Brown women in master’s level 
graduate programs across disciplines at an institution in the Southwestern region of the 
United States.  
For this inquiry, I chose to use the term Brown as a racial identifier for 
Latina/o, Chicana/o, Mexican American, Hispanic people, and the Chicana/o 
experience to describe Brown people’s ethnic identity. The term Chicana/o was 
adopted in the 1940s and 1950s in the United States with the desire to restore pride 
and dignity for Mexican Americans in their identity (Mirandé & Enríquez, 1979) as a 
twice-conquered group of people (Cuello, 2000). The term Chicana/o empowered 
Mexican Americans to advocate for and organize in the El Movimiento or Chicano 
Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which created a new political consciousness and 
unity amongst Mexican Americans (Delgado Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, & Villenas, 
2006).  
Although none of participants in this study identify ethnically as Chicana, I 
chose to use the Chicana/o experience to guide the framework of this inquiry because 
it articulates the awareness Brown people have about their socialization and how they 
are positioned through social, cultural, and political lenses in the United States (Vera 
& de los Santos, 2005). In addition, scholars (i.e., Anzaldúa, 1987; Moraga, 2000) 
consistently use the Chicana/o experience to highlight how the development of both 
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individual and collective culture identities reflect a politicized perspective (Vera & de 
los Santos, 2005). By using the Chicana/o experience, this research contributed to the 
notion of how race, ethnicity, and other social identities intersectionality influence 
identity formation.  
Throughout this chapter, I provide foundational literature and the framework 
that informs the inquiry. In the first section, I discuss the social construction of 
identity and its influence in higher education. Next, I define both race and ethnicity, 
share how race influences ethnic identity development and experiences, and provide a 
synopsis of research in higher education in each area. Third, I provide an overview on 
Chicana identity and then offer an overview of self-authorship and its connection to 
identity development. Fourth, I present the statement of the problem, purpose, research 
questions, and significance of the inquiry. Finally, I close the chapter with my 
researcher perspective, “Growing Up Brown,” and a chapter summary. 
The Social Construction of Identity 
Individuals living in the United States are influenced by various socialization 
patterns (e.g., racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, etc.) that inform their 
experiences and social identities (i.e., ability, documentation status, gender, gender 
identity, ethnicity, race, religion, sexuality, social class) (Bell, 1997). 
Socialization is a pervasive (coming from all sides and sources), consistent 
(patterned and predictable), circular (self-supporting), self-perpetuating 
(intradependent), and often invisible (unconscious and unnamed)” process of 
creating and maintaining an inequitable social system. (Bell, 1997, p. 15) 
 
The social construction of identity is based on socialization and culturally 
created rules that give power and control to individuals and social identity groups with 
privilege (i.e., White, straight, upper/middle class, documented, Christian, able, 
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cisgender, men) (Johnson, 2006). Privilege, an unearned benefit or right given to a 
person because of their group membership, cannot exist without oppression, the 
restriction of access to resources and isolation of individuals because of their group 
membership (Johnson, 2006; McIntosh, 1990). Individuals and groups who are 
historically oppressed, marginalized or minoritized in the United States include people 
of Color, lesbian/gay/bisexual, transgender, working/lower class, undocumented, non-
Christian beliefs/faiths, disabled, and women. While each of the individuals who have 
minoritized status experience oppression differently, they are all marginalized 
systemically. 
The study of identity is primarily found in the disciplines of psychology, 
sociology, social psychology, history, and anthropology (Patton, Renn, Guido, & 
Quaye, 2016) and is one of the most commonly studied constructs in the social 
sciences (Schwartz, Luyckx, & Vignoles, 2011). Identity can occur at four levels: 
individual, relational, collective, and material (Schwartz et al., 2011). First, individual 
identities are self-definitions related to goals, values, beliefs, and other individual 
assessments of self and future self. Next, relational identities include roles (e.g., 
daughter, sister, peer, colleague) that establish a relationship with others and the 
interpersonal space created as a result of the social interaction. Third, collective 
identities are an individual’s sense of self within or outside a social group (e.g., 
ethnicity, race, social class, sexuality). Finally, material identities are social entities 
connected to the individual via geographic places and material artifacts. For instance, 
combining each of the levels of identity, a graduate student may make meaning of 
one’s identity at individual level values (I believe that Brown women face a triple 
oppression amongst White and Brown culture and themselves), relational identities (I 
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am a daughter), collective identities (I am Chicana and a mujer [woman]), and 
material identities (I live in Northern Colorado, call home Pueblo, and yearn to live in 
New Mexico). In each student’s identities, it is also important to recognize how 
cultural and historical influences may change identity definitions over time (Schwartz 
et al., 2011). Therefore, an individual cannot have access to all identities “at every 
point in time and in every context” (Patton et al., 2016, p. 73).  
 Since the foundation of student affairs practice, social identity has been central 
to understanding student learning and development (American Council on Education, 
1937). Scholars (Torres, Jones, & Renn, 2009) stated that identity development 
theories help practitioners in their understanding of how students discover their 
“abilities, aptitude, and objectives” (American Council on Education, 1937, p. 69), 
while supporting them in achieving success and graduation. By understanding the 
social construction of difference and applying constructs that deconstruct systemic 
oppression in all aspects of higher education practice and policy, student affairs 
practitioners can improve the experiences of graduate students who identify within 
marginalized groups. In the next section, I share information on race and ethnicity to 
provide further context of each social identity in higher education. 
Race in Higher Education 
 Race is a socialized construct created to maintain the power and privilege of 
Whiteness and the colonial and economic exploitation of Black/Brown-identified 
people in the United States (Quiros & Araujo Dawson, 2013). With perceived physical 
characteristics as markers for racial distinction, race is “an organizing principle that 
cuts across class, gender, and other imaginable social identities” (Leonardo, 2004, p. 
140). The construction of race is also heavily informed by colorism, “the allocation of 
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privilege and disadvantage according to the lightness or darkness of one’s skin” 
(Burke, 2008, p. 17). For example, the one-drop rule, a United States law during the 
Jim Crow era (1877 to 1950s) that mandated people with a single drop of Black 
ancestry to identify as Black, restricted access and privileges to darker-skinned people. 
The impact of colorism still remains in the United States tri-racial system, where 
White and honorary Whites or assimilated Brown people are more likely to be 
accepted and provided with more access and privileges compared to darker-skinned 
Brown people who are marginalized (Bonilla-Silva, 2004; Hollinger, 2003). 
The influence of race and racism creates different experiences for people of 
Color and benefits White people in higher education (Johnson, 2006). Recognizing the 
need to uncover people of Color’s experiences with racial identity and racism, scholars 
created the minority identity development model (Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1979). 
This model later developed into the racial and cultural identity development model 
(Sue & Sue, 2003), which highlighted the connection between race (color) and 
ethnicity (culture). The racial and cultural identity development model is comprised of 
five stages that describe how individuals transition from identifying with White 
culture to a new identity that balances and appreciates their racial and ethnic identity 
in combination with others. The transition from identifying with White culture 
requires an unlearning of White culture and socialization as the only truth, while also 
embracing and learning multiple truths about one’s culture. The process is complex 
and can differ for each individual depending on intersecting social identities (i.e., 
gender, social class) or experiences (i.e., colorism). Racial and cultural identity 
development is the foundation from which other identity development models around 
race and ethnicity stemmed, such as Black (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001), White 
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(Helms, 1995; Rowe, Bennett, & Atkinson, 1994), Latino (Ferdman & Gallegos, 
2001), Asian American (Kim, 2001), and American Indian (Horse, 2001).  
For Chicana/os, there is no specific racial category, which systemically 
encourages them to identify racially as Anglo or White (Taylor, Lopez, Martinex, & 
Velasco, 2012). Applying racial and cultural identity development to my identity as a 
Chicana, my racial identity as a Brown person was influenced by my experiences, 
feelings, and perspectives related to ethnicity. Each of these influencers were also 
highly impacted by colorism and racism. As a result, I reject the notion of Whiteness 
and its intersection with my racial identity and embrace the idea of living between 
racial categories as a Brown person. The correlation between race (specifically color) 
and ethnicity and its impact on ethnic identity development for Chicana/os is evident. 
The next section discusses ethnic identity development and how it is researched in 
higher education.  
Ethnicity in Higher Education 
Ethnicity, an identity category used to group individuals based on cultural 
heritage, differs from racial identity in that it focuses on how an individual creates 
understanding of their cultural identity and sustains it (Helms, 1996) rather than racial 
categorization. Ethnic identity encompasses a multitude of intersecting experiences 
such as “nationality, ancestry, religion, language, culture, and history” (Cokley, 2005, 
p. 518), which are shared by family and community influences (Torres, 1999) and 
passed down from generation to generation (Spencer & Markstrom-Adams, 1990). 
Because of the various intersecting experiences, a student’s experience in defining 
who one is in college is strongly influenced by ethnic identity. For instance, many 
students of Color resonate with their cultural heritage and are extremely aware of how 
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their identity is viewed as both positive and negative in society; whereas, White 
students may not have any awareness or desire to explore outside of their own 
dominant experience (Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013; Ozer, 2015; Torres, 1999). 
Examples of ethnic identity in Brown people include Chicana/o, Hispanic, Latina/o, 
Mexican, Spanish, and so forth. Although, ethnic identity is a socially constructed 
idea, the impact socialization creates for the Brown community and their ability to 
make decisions about its role in their lives, regardless of their ethnic involvement is 
real (Phinney, 1990.  
The research on ethnic identity in higher education is limited and mostly 
centers on the experiences of people of Color in an undergraduate degree (Patton et 
al., 2016). Chicana/o students are one of two ethnic groups researched because they 
maintain their cultural values and beliefs when immigrating; their phenotype does not 
differ vastly from Whites; and they hold similar values, beliefs, and overall customs 
amongst each other (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). Each of these 
ideas conflict with the Latina/o experience and demonstrate the need to re-explore the 
Latina/o experience in higher education beyond the existing models. Specifically, 
immigration policy and processes significantly disrupt Latina/os’ preservation of 
ethnic identity, Brown people do not physically reflect phenotypes similar to Whites, 
and all Brown people do not experience ethnic identity development the same. The 
assumptions found in ethnic identity development in college are a result of socialized 
realities created through socialization processes (Bell, 1997; Harro, 2000) and 
concepts of privilege and oppression (Johnson, 2006; McIntosh, 1990). The next 





From the inception of written Chicana/o history in the 1970s, there has been a 
dismissal of the multiple intersecting identities (i.e., gender, social class) and 
experiences of Chicana/os (Pérez, 1999). In particular as it relates to this study, 
scholars have marginalized and only shared the narratives of Chicanas through issues 
of marriage and family or as exploited workers alongside men in labor movements 
(Mirandé & Enríquez, 1979) and have not yet highlighted Chicanas appropriately and 
separate from the experiences of Chicanos. Chicana histories are “unseen, unthought, 
and merely a shadow in the background to men’s political and social activities” 
(Pérez, 1999, p. 7). 
A Chicana is a woman of Mexican ancestry living in the United States, no 
matter her identifier (i.e., Mexican, Mexican American, Latina, Chicana, etc.) 
(Mirandé & Enríquez, 1979). A Chicana is not a homogeneous term; rather a Chicana 
lives at many intersections of identity and lived experiences. Mirandé and Enríquez 
(1979) shared: 
[Chicanas] range from those who see themselves as Mexicanas, even though 
raised and perhaps not raised in the U.S., to those who see themselves as 
Americans. Similarly, some Chicanas are bilingual while others are 
monolingual, either in English or Spanish. There are also generational 
differences. Third- and fourth-generation women tend to become more 
Americanized, although many, especially the college educated, are 
rediscovering their Mexican-Indian roots. The more affluent, college-educated, 
urban, feminist, third-or fourth-generation Chicana provides a sharp contrast to 
her impoverished, less educated, rural, traditional, first-generation hermana. (p. 
11)  
 
Generational identity is specifically highlighted in the quote and is an emergent 
identity for Chicanas since El Movimiento. Generational identity and its intersections 
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with salient identities, such as social class can increase Chicanas access and 
opportunity. 
Chicanas’ herstory is a story of triple oppression (Pesquera & Segura, 1996). 
First, they are a colonized people who endured an attempted cultural genocide by their 
White colonizers; Chicana/os have, however, resisted assimilation, and Chicanas have 
played a large part in fighting for equity alongside men. The second type of oppression 
experienced by Chicanas is through their gender where they experience universal 
oppression (Pesquera & Segura, 1996). While some Chicanas chose to ascribe to 
traditional gender roles and resist any connection with feminism, others proclaim their 
feminist ideals and seek to improve gender equity among various other social issues. 
In addition, there are others who find a middle space to incorporate both ideals of 
tradition and feminism. Third, Chicanas suffer from internalized oppression by a 
cultural heritage dominated by males and exaggerated domination over women known 
as machismo (Pesquera & Segura, 1996). In addition to her Mexican heritage, the 
experience of colonization and marginalization in a White-dominated society is often 
the most salient part of a Chicana’s identity (Mirandé & Enríquez, 1979). Being 
Chicana is living with the reality of not being fully Mexican or American. A quote 
from the movie Selena (Quintanilla, Esparza, Katz, & Nava, 1997) described the 
reality of what being Chicana means: 
Being Mexican American [Chicana] is tough. Anglos jump all over you if you 
don’t speak English perfectly. Mexicans jump all over you if you don’t speak 
Spanish perfectly. We got to be twice as perfect as anyone else. . . . We got to 
know about John Wayne and Pedro Infante. We got to know about Frank 
Sinatra and Augustin Lara. We got to know about Oprah and Cristiana. . . . 
Japanese-Americans, Italian-Americans, German-Americans their homeland is 
on the other side of the ocean. Ours is right next door. We gotta prove to the 
Mexicans how Mexican we are, and we gotta prove to the Americans how 
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American we are. We gotta be more Mexican than the Mexicans and more 
American than the Americans, both at the same time. It’s exhausting! 
 
The internalized oppression of not feeling like you belong because of the 
intersections of Mexican and American socialization perpetuates the colonized 
ideology that Chicanas are either Mexican or American, but not Chicana. The triple 
oppression (Pesquera & Segura, 1996) is complex and different for every Chicana. 
The next section describes self-authorship development in higher education and how it 
challenges individual meaning making in identity development. 
Self-Authorship in Higher Education 
Self-authorship involves the acknowledgment and understanding that 
“[I]dentity is what we make of ourselves within a society that is making something of 
us” (Josselson, 1996, p. 28). It involves the capacity to “collect, interpret, and analyze 
information and reflect on one’s beliefs in order to form judgements” (Baxter Magolda 
& Porterfield, 1988, p. 143). Self-authorship is also more than an acquired skill, it is 
an expectation to, 
invent or own our work . . . to be self-initiating, self-correcting, self-evaluating 
. . . to be guided by our own visions . . . to take responsibility for what happens 
to us . . . to be accomplished masters of our particular work roles, jobs, or 
careers. (Kegan, 1994, p. 153) 
 
As a result, self-authorship is an individual’s way of making meaning of experiences 
happening around them. 
Higher education can be the catalyst for students to work toward self-
authorship and be supported in their transition from their reliance on authority and 
external influences to complex ways of thinking and integration of multiple 
perspectives. Specifically, it can create space for individual agency and be supported 
as meaning making and for the integration and intersectionality of social, spiritual, 
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intellectual, emotional, and physiological dimensions to occur. Higher education also 
encourages students to identify strategies to support their development and self-
preservation of their authentic selves and identities.  
In graduate school, some students may still be developing self-authorship 
(Magolda, 1998). For instance, master’s and new doctoral students’ experiences in and 
outside of college influence their ways of knowing: absolute knowing, the assumption 
that authorities know the truth and that the truth is certain; transitional knowing, the 
assumption that the knowledge they have is both certain and uncertain; and 
independent knowing, the assumption that all knowledge is certain depending on 
individuals experiences and identities (Baxter Magolda, 1992). As a result of the 
differences, graduate students may not fully utilize reflective thinking in considering 
how the information or knowledge they are interpreting is collected and/or the impact 
the collection has on its conclusions (King & Kitchener, 1994). Graduate programs 
“promote self-authorship by respecting students’ thinking, engaging students in 
exploring multiple perspectives, and conveying that students must construct their own 
perspectives by using the evidence of their discipline” if the setting is conducive to an 
independent way of knowing (Magolda, 1998, p. 53). Understanding graduate 
students’ ways of knowing and how to support their development in the 
epistemological, intrapersonal interpersonal dimensions of self-authorship is critical in 
their development as adults in contemporary society. 
For individuals in marginalized or oppressed groups, self-authorship may 
develop prior to or during their 20s (Torres & Hernandez, 2007). Scholars have 
suggested that some Brown college students’ self-authored by utilizing their internal 
voices to negotiate culture and Brown identity, while others built internal foundations 
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that continued to perpetuate internalized realities (Torres & Hernandez, 2007). For 
students entering college who were identified as high-risk (i.e., students of Color, 
working or lower class), evidence of self-authorship exists based on their resiliency 
and coping skills with marginalization (Pizzolato, 2003). Understanding the self-
authorship experiences of Brown graduate student women will give higher education 
professionals more information to support various graduate students and their 
intersectional identity experiences toward an “internal coordination of their beliefs, 
identities, and social relations” (Baxter Magolda, 2008, p. 271). 
Statement of the Problem 
For many students, higher education is one the first places where they 
encounter difference and experience impact on their relationships with others who 
they perceive as different. When students make meaning of their socialized realities, 
self-authorship may show up differently depending on their various social identities. 
For instance, a student of Color may remain victimized by socialized perspectives 
based on the enforcements around campus reflecting the perspective and rules they 
were taught about themselves and others (Harro, 2000). Examples of these 
enforcements in higher education are visible at predominately White institutions and 
can include predominately White student enrollment, lack of faculty and staff of 
Color, reduction or lack of support services for students of Color, increased and 
inaccessible tuition and fees, and racist and environmental microaggressions 
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2000; Yosso, 2006; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solorzano, 2009) 




With the current demographic shift (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012) and increase in 
the enrollment of students of Color, particularly among Brown students (Gándara & 
Contreras, 2009; Taylor et al., 2012), the impact of systemic racism on 
college/university campuses is problematic for several reasons. Scholars suggest that 
some Latino college students developed self-authorship prior to or during their 20s by 
utilizing their internal voices to negotiate culture and Latino identity, while other 
Latino students built internal foundations that continued to perpetuate internalized 
realities of what it means to be a person of Color (Torres & Hernandez, 2007). In 
addition, for individuals entering higher education who are identified as high- risk, 
first-generation, low income, students of Color, self-authorship is learned through the 
challenges they face in becoming college students and their coping skills in the face of 
marginalization. Specifically, high-risk students’ movement toward self-authorship is 
the result of uncertainty, bias-related experiences, and privilege (Pizzolato, 2003). 
When high-risk students couple their commitment to new goals and/or values with 
their social capital and/or privilege to navigate the college admissions process, they 
tend to self-author earlier. Both journeys toward self-authorship cited above are 
problematic and at the expense of the harm and impact of Brown and other students of 
Color. In a climate where larger systemic climate issues of racism are impeding 
college campuses, the need to examine socialized realities and embed culturally 
responsive values and perspectives into classrooms (Chávez & Longerbeam, 2016) 
and campus environments to challenge and support internal meaning making and self-
authorship for Brown students and other students of Color has never been more urgent 




Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
In my own experience as a Chicana, I resonated with both Mexican and 
American identity and culture, and I chose which pieces I incorporated into my 
identity and its meaning for me. Part of my choice in my identity formation was also 
the identity intersectionality I experienced through middle-class access and 
socialization that I benefited from in my upbringing and daily life. Through my 
identity development process, I created a new space or space of transcendence 
(Barvosa, 2008) that allowed me to have an ambiguous identity that mirrored 
borderlands theory (Anzaldúa, 1987). 
As a Chicana living in the borderlands, I hoped to learn more about how 
Brown graduate student women make meaning of their experiences as individuals who 
may not fit the socially constructed idea of Brownness and how other Brown women 
resonate with my experience in this inquiry. I also wanted to know how they navigated 
their graduate school experiences and societal pressures to practice self-authorship as 
their authentic ethnic selves and how that shifted in their interactions and relationships 
with others.  
Understanding how Brown graduate student women make meaning of their 
ethnic identity and self-authorship and remain authentic was the purpose of this study. 
Throughout this research, I utilized borderlands ideology (Anzaldúa, 1987) and my 
experience as a Chicana as examples of how existence and understanding of self-
authorship can bridge and be validated for multiple experiences and identities in the 
Brown community. Thus, the research questions for this study include: 
Q1 How do Brown women in graduate school make meaning of ethnic 




Q2 How do Brown women in graduate school navigate between Brown 
and White socialization? 
 
Significance of the Study 
 Research on individuals’ development toward self-authorship focuses mostly 
on the experience of undergraduate students (Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2004a; Pizzolato, 
2003) and is limited in discussing the importance of social identity in self-authorship. 
Specifically, scholars who have studied the intersection of social identity in self-
authorship have discussed multiple dimensions of identity (Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 
2007; Jones & McEwen, 2000), at-risk students (Pizzolato, 2003), Latino students 
(Torres, 2003, 2009; Torres & Hernandez, 2007), and students who identify as lesbian 
(Abes & Jones, 2004; & Abes & Kasch, 2007). Each of the intersected studies on self-
authorship and social identity, however, is centered on undergraduate experiences.  
 Scholars indicated the development of self-authorship extends beyond college 
and may not be reached until mid-20s to early 30s (Baxter Magolda, 2001; Magolda, 
1998). Recently, scholars initiated research on the development self-authorship in 
master’s level graduate students in student affairs programs (Perez, 2017; Schoper, 
2011). However, scholars demonstrated movement toward self-authorship only 
occurred if environmental conditions promoted self-reflection and opportunities to 
experience different perspectives (Schoper, 2011), while also receiving the support 
when dissonance occurred (Perez, 2017). Other scholars have also found that the core 
values, pedagogy, and curriculum in a student affairs program can advance self-
authorship (Rogers, Magolda, Baxter Magolda, & Knight-Abowitz, 2004) and identity 
development on what it means to be a racialized person in the profession (Quaye & 
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Harper, 2007). Research that further explores the connection between social identity 
development and self-authorship for students of Color in graduate school is needed.  
 Currently, there is limited literature exploring the experiences of Brown 
women and their simultaneous development of ethnic identity and self-authorship in 
graduate school. The most recent scholarship on Brown women in graduate school and 
the intersectionality of their ethnic identity explored the experiences of Latinas in a 
doctoral psychology program (Celeya, 2012). Ethnic identity saliency, encountering 
challenges, navigating via coping strategies, and undergoing cognitive and/or 
behavioral shifts in self-efficacy were themes that emerged and connected to ethnic 
identity development and self-authorship (Celeya, 2012). For instance, participants’ 
ethnic identity acted as a source of knowledge that they were able to draw upon 
throughout their programs to find confidence and build cultural awareness for their 
peers and faculty. In addition, the participants experienced challenges navigating 
academic (and often hostile and/or microaggressive) culture and “found themselves 
feeling torn and guilty as they made choices among professional, academic, and 
personal endeavors, especially if decisions involved having to place their family to the 
side” (Celeya, 2012, p. 212). Finally, participants experienced cognitive and/or 
behavior shifts in self-efficacy, which resulted from both positive (i.e., self-awareness, 
self-care) and negative (i.e., horizontal marginalization from Latina peers and faculty, 
microaggressions) experiences in the professional–academic or personal areas, 
including ethnic identity (Celeya, 2012). Although the findings on Latinas in a 
psychology doctoral program are excellent parallels to research on ethnicity and self-
authorship for Brown women in a master’s level graduate program, there are no 
findings that captured how participants’ ethnic identity development and the three 
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dimensions of self-authorship (i.e., epistemological, intrapersonal, interpersonal) 
(Baxter Magolda, 2008) are interconnected. Connecting the dynamics of ethnic 
identity development and each of the self-authorship dimensions can provide a holistic 
understanding and evolution of the contemporary Brown identity experience for 
women in master’s level graduate program.  
In addition, research on Brown (i.e., Chicana) ethnic identity and cultural 
construction is limited (Vera & de los Santos, 2005). Recognizing the need to explore 
multiple identities and intersections in Brown women’s experiences, several Chicanas 
and other women of Color scholars have shared their stories through use of third-space 
feminism theories and models (Anzaldúa, 1987; Moraga, 2000; Pérez, 1999). A 
majority of the scholarship, however, does not acknowledge the depth of self-
awareness involved in Brown identity construction or the contributions of Chicana 
feminists (Anzaldúa, 1987; Moraga, 2000; Pérez, 1999) to the research (Vera & de los 
Santos, 2005). As a result, Brown women’s stories remain isolated in areas of ethnic 
and women’s studies areas. There is a need to reframe how Brown identity 
construction occurs beyond positivist models and theories (i.e., Erikson, 1959, 1963, 
1968) and explore Brown women’s identity beyond a connectivity lens (i.e., Gilligan, 
1982; Josselson, 1987). Specifically, there is a need to reframe Brown ethnic identity 
and self-authorship through an intersectional, Mestiza consciousness (Anzaldúa, 1987) 
framework. Research with a third-space feminism lens can benefit institutional policy, 
access and retention services, and overall student support in higher education as a 
large influx of Brown students are anticipated to enter college (Passel & Cohn, 2008) 






 In critical, cultural, constructivist research, truth is co-constructed by the 
researcher and participants. Often guided by a connection in experiences and stories, 
the researcher perspective highlights the transferability of shared experiences and 
realities between the researcher and participants. Researchers conducting critical, 
cultural constructivist research can benefit from understanding their identities and 
intersections and how identity intersectionality impacts their motivation for research. 
Throughout this section, I share personal stories and ways of meaning making of my 
Brownness as I negotiated my ethnic identity and self-authorship growing up Chicana 
in the Southwest. 
Growing Up Brown 
 
 Growing up I knew I was Brown because (see Figure 1) I learned how to make 
grandma’s homemade flour tortillas and cook them on a comal at a young age and I 
ate beans, potatoes, chile (with an e) and tacos with a hard corn shell— something I 
would later learn was more of an Americanized way of eating a taco. I attended 
private, Catholic school for five years during third through eighth grade and was 
selected to play La Virgen de Guadalupe in the play because I was the only Brown-
skinned girl in my class. I watched taped novelas with my grandparents, even though I 
had no idea what the actors where saying, since I did not understand or speak Spanish. 
I added “s” to stores names that my family shopped at like Kmarts, Walmarts, and 
Safeways. I spent several weekends at the American GI Forum, an organization 
focused on supporting Hispanic veterans, running around with my cousins while my 
parents visited with their compadres and danced to Nuevo Mexico musica from Al 
Hurricane, Darren Cordova, Freddy Fender, and Ritchie Valens, the La Bamba king. I 
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attended mass on Sunday to watch and sing along with my grandma, grandpa, uncles, 
aunts, cousins, and close family friends in El Mariachi de Pueblo. I ice skated 
competitively from age 5 to 13 and had at least three of my routines focused around 
Spanish or Mexican heritage music—a suggestion my coach thought would appease 
the judges. I lived in a house filled with symbols of my New Mexican/Mestiza 
heritage (e.g., paintings of Native and indigenous people, pottery that resembled adobe 
clay, Kachina dolls, and the New Mexico symbol of the Zia that is found on the state 
flag) that my parents owned on the South Side (White side) of town near the local 
community college.  
 
 





My Brown Also Looked Different 
 My Brown also looked different than other Brown people, and I did not know 
how or why that difference existed. The clash of being Brown and socialized in a 
middle-class background was my existence, and I never thought to question how 
others experienced being Brown outside of it. I did notice subtle differences though, 
mostly between my cousins and me. For instance, I knew they did not attend private 
school, participate in sports, or travel much, and I thought it was just the choice they 
made. I did not think to relate it to money or access. At the time, I was concerned 
about fitting in with my popular school peers who were mainly White, and their big 
houses, expensive cars, stylish clothes, and summer vacations I internalized that my 
friends were rich and my family was poor and without. I had no concept of my class 
privilege and the access I had to so many things: private schooling, participation in 
sports and extracurricular activities, living in a home my parents owned, health 
insurance, fresh food on the table, and brand-new clothes and shoes. The only 
comparison I had to being Brown up until middle school was the other Brown student 
in my class. My friend’s parents owned a dental practice, which continued to widen 
my misunderstanding of Brownness and social class intersections. 
When I got to high school, I saw more Brown peers who looked like me, yet I 
did not resonate with them or their resistance to education. For instance, high school 
was the first time I saw someone not turn in their homework or attend class. I did not 
understand why they did not follow the rules and began to problematize and distance 
myself from them. My Brown peers also dressed differently than I did. They wore 
baggy, creased Dickies pants, webbed belts with monograms, knee-high white socks, 
Cortez white shoes, and large t-shirts with airbrushed designs of faces, cars, women, 
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and religious figures. In addition, my Brown peers slicked back their hair and 
sometime wore hairnets and bandanas. The clothing was not new to me (a few of my 
older cousins dressed similarly), but I had never met someone my age who wore 
clothing I perceived as that of a gang member. Inside, I wanted to get to know them 
better because they looked like me, yet their clothing and resistance to rules made me 
feel uncomfortable. I also did not know the cultural pride and history connected to 
their clothing and how it was also tied to my identity. In many ways, this was the first 
time I felt like a sell-out and/or White-washed. 
This feeling of being White-washed not only remained present in school 
spaces, but it also intersected with extended family. I remember not connecting 
socially with my cousins and feeling left out like I did not belong because I did not 
dress, talk, or act like them. They lived on the East side of town, which was infiltrated 
by gang culture and limited resources for young people. I felt like an outsider, which 
considering my adopted identity, I was. The constant comparison of behavior between 
my cousins and me, perpetuated by my grandparents or aunts and uncles, also did not 
help and furthered the disconnection between us. For instance, I remember my 
grandma saying to my other cousins, “why can’t you just be like Reyna—look how 
she behaves.” I could feel the glaring eyes on me as the comparison occurred. All I 
wanted to do was run and hide, so much that I asked my parents not to take me to my 
grandparent’s house anymore. Of course, that did not happen, and instead at the time I 
internalized a lot about who I was and was not, and tried to meet the expectations I 




And then I attended the National Hispanic Institute, a program geared at 
empowering the Brown youth in areas of community-centered leadership. I remember 
receiving the flyer from my counselor, and being asked to go to a meeting at the 
university to talk about the National Hispanic Institute. I wondered about who selected 
me and why—was it a combination of my Brown and middle-class identity and the 
perception that I was a leader because of how I dressed, who I was associated with, 
and that I expressed dominant society characteristics? I gave the note to my parents 
and they were thrilled and made it a priority to attend. There I saw two other Brown 
girls from my Spanish class—their moms actually went to high school with my 
mom—and we talked about whether or not we wanted to participate in the program. 
The decision really was not ours, it was our parents since they were paying for us to 
participate, but we decided to commit to doing it together.  
The three of us bonded over the experience, and it felt good since it was the 
first time I had other Brown girls as close friends. Most importantly, I could relate to 
them in so many ways rather than pretending to understand like I often did with White 
peers. In the National Hispanic Institute, we met other Brown students in our 
community from other high schools and worked collectively from freshman to junior 
year in high school. Each summer there was a program that involved students from 
various high schools in the United States. My first year was the Great Debate, which 
focused on debate strengths and the importance of knowledge in your experience and 
perspective. Sophomore year, I attended the Lorenzo de Zavala Youth Leadership 
Institute, which focused on understanding parliamentary procedure and developing 
policy that supports the Brown community. The Lorenzo de Zavala Youth Leadership 
Institute also provided me my first real experience on a college campus since the 
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program was hosted on a university campus. For the entire week of the Lorenzo de 
Zavala Youth Leadership Institute, we lived in a residence hall, ate dining hall food, 
met with various student affairs staff on campus, used the recreation center, and 
navigated the campus just as a college student would. In addition, I also I received a 
$2,500 annual scholarship to the host institution, which had an influential impact on 
my college choice. The last program I attended was the Collegiate World Series, 
which prepped us for college and the admissions application process. Each of these 
programs developed my confidence and leadership skills that were relevant to my 
communities and how to use those skills in a White society where there were 
socialized realities of Brown people. I still can remember the high I experienced every 
time I would come back from a National Hispanic Institute study session, social event, 
or part of the program. I felt so connected to identity as a Brown person and was proud 
of it.  
An unexpected result of my participation in the National Hispanic Institute was 
the influence it had on my interest in others. I began to see Brown men in a different 
light, rather than listening to the narrative I had internalized until I was 15—that White 
men were better looking, smarter, and successful. Brownness was beautiful, and the 
boys were smart and interested in me—something I was not used to since I went to 
private school and all the boys were White and did not even give me the time of day. 
Shortly after my first National Hispanic Institute experience, I started dating a Brown 
boy and began shaping who I was as a Brown teenager and the relationships I felt 
were authentic with mostly other Brown people or White folks who respected my 
Brownness. I began listening to my inner self and pretended not to care about the 
external influences (e.g., White, upper-class peers), which kept me grounded in my 
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Brownness in high school and allowed me to share how I felt when I did not agree. I 
also recognized that I was so ready to be done with high school (probably because of 
how the National Hispanic Institute opened my eyes and revealed my worth as a 
Brown person) and experience something new and outside of home. Attending an 
institution in state about three hours north of home was that option for me. 
College: My Awakening 
and Questioning  
Going to college was exciting; I wanted to re-invent myself and get away from 
the ideas created about me and who I was or should be as a person, particularly in my 
Brownness. The re-inventing process happened sooner than I had anticipated. On 
move-in day, I met a group of women who were in a Latina sorority called Sigma 
Lambda Gamma, and they were interested in learning more about me and invited me 
to a barbeque the next day. Uncertain about whether or not I should go to the barbeque 
because I for sure never imagined myself being in a sorority or even hanging out with 
sorority women, I was excited that they were all Brown women and that they had 
asked me to attend their social. So, I went and I met women who resonated with my 
Brownness (e.g., did not speak Spanish, had a middle-class upbringing, grew up in my 
hometown, and had New Mexican roots), which was validating for who I was and the 
experiences I had brought with me to college as a Brown person. After the barbeque, 
we spent countless hours together and I eventually decided to pledge their sorority. In 
fact, I started the pledging process twice because the first time the woman I started 
with did not feel like she could commit to the organization after two weeks into the 
process, and Sigma Lambda Gamma did not pledge solo lines. My education process 
with Sigma Lambda Gamma began and started with six other Brown women. These 
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women grew to be my strength and familia away from home, and it was not just 
because we spent every waking hour together, but because we understood each other 
in a different way and there was no perceived judgement of each other’s Brownness. 
Our Brownness was all linked through a generational identity that framed our 
perspectives clearly as second or later generation in the United States.  
Shortly after I crossed into Sigma Lambda Gamma, my line sister, one of the 
six women who pledged with me, passed away from an asthma attack in her residence 
hall room. It shook our line and chapter and made me check myself and how important 
it is to cherish the relationships I had in my life. I also remember reflecting on how I 
horizontally oppressed my line sister who passed as not being Brown enough because 
she was White appearing. The internal guilt I experienced inside me was so strong, 
and this is the first time I have been able to articulate it, especially since I knew how 
not feeling Brown enough felt and struggled with it in my relationships with my 
cousins and high school peers. I remember being reserved during the funeral and 
thinking about how to make sense of what was happening and what I could do to make 
up for the harm I potentially caused her. It was over in a flash and had not thought of a 
way to restore the impact I created for her, so I suppressed it and went through 
summer like nothing had happened.  
Summer came and I was nominated to go to Sigma Lambda Gamma’s National 
Sisterhood Retreat in Indianapolis to represent the chapter. At this event, I met women 
and men—since our brother fraternity was also in Indiana for their retreat, from all 
types of Brown and not—we also had sisters who were Black and White; it was 
validating and, at the same time, a space where I felt I had to prove Brownness once 
again (especially with our sisters who were Spanish speaking or from geographic areas 
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where Brownness was more a majority of the population). Thus, I found my validation 
not through the women but the men of our brother fraternity. Instead of validating 
myself and my experience as a Brown woman, I feel like I let the men define my 
worth and Brownness for me. Seeking validation from Brown men continued to be 
one way I coped with the not Brown enough issue, which also awakened my sexuality 
and womanhood in a different way. For instance, I saw highly gendered roles (e.g., 
serving men food first, cleaning up after men, waiting for men to invite me out, 
centering my life around a man I was interested in) start to appear in my relationships 
with men, and it was a weird feeling that I did not like, but had been modeled and 
socialized for me as the way to perform in a relationship with a man growing up from 
both my mom and grandmas. These roles continued for me throughout my college 
career as I was in and out of relationships with men. The more men I could attract, the 
more I felt good about my Brown-ness and female identity.  
I also remember feeling tremendous internalized uncertainty and external 
pressure about my Brown identity in college (especially when I was not with my 
Sigma Lambda Gamma sisters), particularly in my interactions and relationships with 
other Brown students who did not resonate with my Brown identity and experience 
(particularly from other peers who worked with me in the Brown cultural center). As 
people shared their stories, told jokes, and spoke Spanish, I was embarrassed and 
scared they would figure out I did not understand what they were saying. So, I 
embraced the newness of what I was learning about their different Brownness. Most 
importantly, I decided not to call myself Hispanic anymore, and started using 
Mexicana to describe my Brownness because that was the term everyone else was 
using to describe themselves. Yet, calling myself Mexicana felt inauthentic because I 
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had never been to Mexico, I did not speak Spanish, and I did not grow up eating the 
type of food or listening to the type of music as a majority of my Brown college peers 
did. For instance, their tacos were made out of soft, corn tortillas, they did not eat flour 
tortillas with their food, or use yellow cheese—it was mostly queso fresco or white 
cheese which did not taste good to me at all. And their music was all banda (music 
with a lot of brass and percussion instrumental parts) and corridos (ballads), which I 
had definitely heard growing up, but it was not the La Bamba and New Mexico 
Spanish music I loved or knew how to dance to when played. 
I also started asking my family questions about why we did not do this or that 
like other Brown people. In particular, I remember feeling angry that I did not know 
how to speak Spanish. I did not understand why my grandparents on both sides of my 
family spoke Spanish and none of their children did. So, I asked my grandma, and she 
shared with me that she was racially discriminated against by her White teachers and 
peers for using Spanish while she was in school. She said that because of her 
experience with racism, she made it a priority for her children (i.e., my mom and 
aunts) to learn and speak English. She did not want her children to feel the pain or 
shame she did about her identity and culture as a Brown person. 
I remember feeling uncontrollable anger, disgust, fear, frustration, and sadness 
after I listened to my grandma’s experience and her decision not to teach my mom and 
aunts Spanish. At the time, I knew her choice was based on the need to survive in a 
White world that did not value Brownness, and I still did not understand why she did 
not fight harder to maintain her identity. My determination to reclaim the Brownness 
and lived experiences taken from my grandma and me strengthened. I wanted to learn 
more about Brown history, and where my experiences with Brownness fit. So, I 
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decided to declare Spanish as a minor and enroll in Chicano/studies courses. I also 
began working in the Brown cultural center and advocating for issues impacting the 
Brown community both locally and nationally. Through my learning and involvement 
in the community, I gained awareness and knowledge of Brown people’s experiences 
in the United States. The stories and conversations I had, particularly in my Chicana/o 
studies courses, resonated with me intensely. I also experienced dissonance because of 
the intersectionality of my Brown and middle-class identities. At the time, I had no 
awareness or understanding of any of it, or what it meant for me and others. 
The dissonance intrigued me and pushed me to engage further in my Chicana/o 
studies courses. I still remember the day we discussed Gloria Anzaldúa’s (1987) book, 
entitled Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, and the “ah-ha moment” that 
happened for me as I learned about borderland identity. Specifically, I was validated 
that Brown people lived at many intersections of identity (i.e., gender, race, ethnicity, 
social class, sexual orientation) or borders. I also resonated with her identity as a 
border woman. Anzaldúa (1987) said it was okay to feel in the middle, like you did 
not belong in either place and be confused about who you were because being a border 
woman was complex and not an easy place in which to exist. Specifically, Anzaldúa 
(1987) explained, 
I am a border woman. I grew up between two cultures, the Mexican (with 
heavy Indian influence) and the Anglo (as a member of colonized people in our 
own territory). I have been straddling that border, and others, all my life. It’s 
not a comfortable territory to live in, this place of contradictions. (p. 19)  
 
Anzaldúa’s ability to articulate what I felt was the beginning of another awakening 
and movement toward trusting in my internal self and self-authoring my Brownness. I 
had never heard anyone explain to others what it meant to be someone living in a 
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middle/border space. From there I could not answer the question, “Who am I?” with 
just one word. The journey became more complex for me than just saying I was 
Hispanic or Mexicana. I hailed from so many experiences, people, communities, and 
borders. From then on I knew, I was a border woman, too. 
Identifying as middle class in college, I was afforded more access and 
opportunity than many of my Brown peers. As a middle-class person, I did not worry 
about financial aid because my grandparents paid my tuition and fees all four years. 
My parents bought me a brand-new computer and printer to bring to college, and I had 
a job on campus because I wanted to get involved, not because I had to send money 
home or pay for my own education. My parents paid for the single-bedroom apartment 
I rented during the three years I lived off-campus. I knew how to use my social capital 
on campus to engage with people and politics to get the opportunities I wanted. I 
traveled as a student leader and understood how to navigate airport/rental car/hotel 
logistics because I had traveled alone and with family before college. Each of these 
experiences provided me with privilege, and in some way shielded and made up for 
the insecurities I had around my Brown identity. At times, I felt like I was buying my 
way into the Brown community that was provoked because of the unconscious guilt I 
carried for not having to worry about finances or social capital.  
My middle-class identity did not mean, however, that I did not experience 
racism as a Brown person in college because I did. It just looked different because of 
my middle-class intersection. For instance, I remember my first year in college 
walking into a Hallmark store at the mall looking for nothing in particular and I 
noticed the sales clerk following me up and down the aisles pretending to tidy up the 
shelves. Finally, she got up the courage to ask me if I needed any help, I told her, “No, 
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I was just looking around.” However, the uncomfortableness I felt from the store 
clerk’s socialized idea that I was going to steal something because I was Brown and 
could not possibly afford to buy anything at Hallmark pissed me off and I left the store 
quickly. I still remember how invalidated I felt in that moment and no matter how 
much money I had and how much I felt connected to the experience of shopping in 
Hallmark that I was no longer protected by my social class identity.  
The intersectionality of my Chicana and middle-class identities created a lot of 
confusion for me in college and strengthened my identity as a Brown person in a pre-
dominantly White college town. My engagement in multiple organizations (i.e., 
student government, president’s internship program, sorority, diversity leadership 
committees) also played a large part in the development of my Chicana identity, which 
led to my involvement in social justice and activism work on campus. The social 
capital I gained from my student involvement got me in front of audiences where I 
could share my experience and that of other students of Color on campus. In fact, I 
was often sought out to speak at, or support the planning of, various events. My 
confidence was boosted from these experiences and that of the knowledge I gained 
from my coursework in Chicana/o studies. 
College Graduate, New 
Professional, and 
Pregnant 
As graduation approached, I was not necessarily concerned about finding a job. 
I was more worried about losing the comfort and safety I found in college and the 
support I received in my Brownness and how that would change in the real world. I 
did not want to navigate new spaces, relationships, and all the socialized thinking that 
came along with transitioning new people and spaces. Thankfully, because of my 
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connections and involvement on campus, the director of admissions, a Latina from my 
hometown, asked me to apply for a position in admissions. I figured, why not apply 
and how fulfilling it would be to stay in the community and not have to worry about 
starting over and rebuilding my identity.  
While I waited for an answer on the job, graduation happened. A huge ordeal 
for my family, they rented a hall, hired a disc jockey, catered food, and invited anyone 
and everyone to come celebrate my success as a second-generation person in my 
family to go to college. After all the celebration settled down, I came back to campus 
to apply for jobs and wait for a decision from the office of admissions. Within the 
week, I found out I got the job! So, excited that I was going to be able to stay in the 
place where I began my growing up as a Chicana, I started my job to recruit more 
students of Color to campus with enthusiasm. However, within the first few months of 
recruitment, I realized that being an admissions counselor was not what I thought. I 
found myself being inauthentic with prospective students, specifically students of 
Color, who were interested in enrolling so I could meet my quota for territories I was 
assigned.  
Around this time, I found out I was pregnant. So, disappointed in myself and 
how I might look on the outside to those who originally stereotyped and boxed me 
into a category, the uncertainty of who I was returned, and my internalized oppression 
was the strongest it had ever been. It began to impact my work and my boss noticed it. 
She asked that I set up a time to meet with her. When we met, I shared with her the 
news and how scared I was; she asked that I share it with my colleagues for support. I 
shared the news and soon thereafter people began to microaggress me each and every 
day by asking me questions: about who the dad was, how I was going to continue 
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doing admissions counseling with a child, and when I was going to get married. 
Specifically, my response of “I am not getting married” created negative reactions, 
which I perceived were connected to my racial and ethnic identity and the statistics of 
pregnancy for single, young, Brown women. Stressed out about everyone’s inquiry on 
my new identity as a parent-to-be, I reached out to one of my past mentors to share the 
news. Hoping for support and validation, I instead received disappointment and an 
“Oh mija, I’m sorry.” Shocked about the lack of support I was receiving from an 
individual I trusted most, I knew this was no longer a supportive or safe place for me. I 
was scared and worried about where I would go next, and what this meant for my 
identity as a Chicana who was now pregnant. I felt like I would never figure this out. 
Plus, what kind of role model would I be to my child, if I could not communicate to 
her who she was if I did not know myself? The uncertainty influenced me in many 
ways. I might have appeared okay on the outside, but on the inside, I was a scared, 
confused, sad, and discouraged.  
I Was a Mom and Still Unsure 
of My Identity 
On March 21, 2008, my daughter Aiyana was born, and my life changed 
forever. The responsibility of caring and providing for a small human was huge and all 
the insecurity around who I was became stronger. It was such an honor to be her mom, 
support, and person who would shape her identity. I knew I needed to move forward 
and find a new space that provided me the validation to continue pushing forward in 
my success. So, I took a huge leap of faith and enrolled in graduate school. I still 
remember the coffee date I had with my soon-to-be professor; it was a conversation 
that changed my life and thinking about my future. Immediately after meeting her, I 
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felt this sense of care and support for my story and identity as a Chicana, a feeling I 
had not felt for over a year. Her support and belief in me, someone she had just met, 
helped me begin to reclaim the confidence and strength in my identity as a Chicana 
and overall person. Sitting across the table from another Brown woman was so 
validating and literally the first time I had resonated so deeply with someone who 
shared similar experiences. The connection we made that day pushed me to apply to 
graduate school at an institution about 30 minutes from my alma mater and into a field 
of study I had been prepped, unbeknownst to me, during my entire undergraduate 
career, higher education, and student affairs leadership. So, without hesitancy, I 
applied and received notice I would start coursework in fall 2008. 
My first semester of graduate school, I enrolled in a multiculturalism class and 
was re-engaged with Anzaldúa’s (1987) thinking through similar third-reality models, 
like intersectionality theory, and I re-engaged with the clarity and beauty in third-
space mentality and co-existence. The classroom dialogue re-created validation for me 
as a Chicana and gave me a way to process my parent and partner identity as part of 
my intersectional identities. Specifically, I often felt alone in my parent identity as I 
perceived my partner was not ready to be a parent and figure out the responsibilities of 
what being an adult meant. Because of this, I took on a lot of the parenting decisions 
and roles for both of us, which created resentment and anger for me with my partner. 
Tears were almost a daily experience for me in my master’s program, both inside the 
classroom and at home while balancing parenting by myself and papers/reading for 
class. For instance, the stories and experiences about my internalized oppression 
around my experiences of being Brown and being a mom at age 23 just flowed out of 
me in the classroom. It was so obvious I was hurting inside and that I needed the space 
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in the classroom to share and begin healing from my own socialized narrative of 
myself. In the classroom, I felt I could be all I was and needed to be and begin to 
gather pieces of validation to trust my inner self again.  
Graduate school strengthened my self-authorship and allowed me to 
acknowledge and begin understanding the external influences that impacted (and 
literally almost broke me) during my pregnancy. I found strength from my peers and 
their validation of my ability to balance being a mom of a 4-month-old child and a 
full-time graduate student and their gravitation towards me as someone they could 
trust and rely on for support in their own identity intersectional awareness and 
understanding. The validation pushed me through till the end of my master’s program 
and helped me slowly re-collect all the sacred pieces of what being Chicana meant to 
me (for myself and my daughter). Upon graduation, I made the decision to pursue my 
doctorate in higher education and student affairs leadership. One, because the master’s 
program finished way too quickly and I did not have a job, and if I continued with 
doctorate program I would have a new graduate assistantship, offered to me during my 
internship experience in my last semester of the master’s program, which would 
support my financial needs. And second, because I knew I could do it and needed to 
do it for myself!  
The “Professional” Chicana 
I started the doctorate program in spring 2010 with a fire lit in me. I was in a 
new graduate assistantship and more comfortable at my new institution and had 
figured out a semi-balanced way to be a mom and graduate student. My schedule was 
geared toward my graduate student identity on Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and then 
I stayed home with Aiyana on Tuesday and Thursday and read and wrote papers 
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somewhere in the middle of all of that. I also was super comfortable with Aiyana’s 
babysitter and felt like I could focus on being a graduate assistant and student when 
away from my daughter. My concentrated focus allowed me to complete 21 credits 
within the two semesters of grad school and was on task to be done with my doctorate 
in four years, half the time allotted to finish. People again were impressed with my 
progress and often asked me for support in their own work, mostly in statistics and 
writing. I completed my written and oral comprehensive exams or comps in spring 
2012, which made me feel accomplished and meant I was now on a self-determined 
timeline of completing my terminal degree. 
After comps, I struggled with not having direct contact with (or validation 
from) my peers on a weekly basis. The only consistent contact I had was with two 
other White men who were a cohort ahead of me in my program and also writing their 
dissertations and were graduate assistants in the same office as me. I remember being 
excruciatingly frustrated and feeling systemic oppression as graduate student mother 
of Color in a doctoral program. I even wrote about this experience and got it 
published. Specifically, I was frustrated when listening to my White male colleagues 
talk about their personal challenges with writing and imposter syndrome as a doctoral 
student. It infuriated me because they did not recognize their privilege as White men, 
or serve as the primary care provider for child and made the task of completing my 
doctorate as a Chicana with multiple intersecting identities daunting. But I did not 
want to show my doubt, so I would often support them beyond what was needed—
often in our roles as graduate assistants taking on more than them and share my own 
narrative around being a doctoral student and how I felt confident. I was confident in 
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the content and idea that I could do the work; but the balance of all my needs, child, 
and partner and completing original research and a book about it, absolutely not.  
In addition, I know much of the difficulty in my balance was related to 
motherhood guilt and Aiyana being of an age where she was beginning to ask 
questions about why I had to go to work and was always reading or writing. So, I 
avoided writing and tried to make up for the time I had already taken away from being 
a mom. I also found comfort in other moms who were graduate students. However, no 
one was in my exact situation. All the doctoral student moms were White, and all the 
women of Color I resonated with were master’s level graduate students. I was literally 
the only doctoral student mother of Color. On top of that, my topic of Chicana identity 
connected directly to what I was experiencing as a doctoral student, mother of Color—
lack of validation for an identity and experience.  
Despite feeling alone, writing continued to progress at a slow pace, especially 
as I began to write this specific section, my researcher testimonio. So slow that I 
transitioned research advisors three times, I had two more babies (Mateo in 2013 and 
Antonio in 2014), started a new career in conduct administration, and made some big 
adult-ing decisions like buying a house, all while also experiencing a time where 
neither my partner nor I had a job (and being on a one-income budget for one year). 
After many reflections, some deep and some still avoiding unhealed pain from being 
pregnant and feeling alone as a parent all while navigating graduate school, and after 
several years I realize I have many issues that I still need to address. For instance, I 
often reflect on how others perceive my partner and me in public when we are with 
our three children. My assumption is that they think we are on welfare and 
uneducated, especially when I am dressed down—often in leggings and a t-shirt 
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because we are a young, Brown family with more than the socially accepted amount of 
children. I know I should not let perceptions of others’ body language, who observe 
my family from afar, impact me in a way that makes me feel less than. However, 
experiences like this make me realize that self-authorship is ever present in my mind 
and how my reflections are deeply connected to my need for safety and survival, both 
needs that I do not believe I would have been able to identify for myself when I first 
began my journey in self-authorship directly out of college. 
The difference for me from my newly, college graduated self is the connection 
I have to my success and validation received as a respected professional. A common 
phrase, “I don’t know how you do it” has re-emerged in my identity. My ability to 
balance from the outside perspective multiple roles I have as a mom of three, who all 
are in school, fifth, kindergarten, and junior kindergarten, with multiple demanding 
needs and realities of homework, extracurricular activities and so on, a continuing 
doctoral student, a new dean of students with continuously increasing responsibilities 
in and outside of my job description, and all that life hands me is praised. Each time I 
receive this comment I sit back and reflect on my journey, the parts where I feel in 
control and clear on who I am and how to navigate the world to the parts where I feel 
the whole world was coming down on me, and I realize that I am existing in the world 
in the exact way I am supposed to be. I am doing things that make sense and are right 
for me. Right, to the point where my experience and knowledge is noticed and valued 
in my profession because I do not soften my perspective; I enjoy questioning others’ 
thinking and socialization, all while pointing out the systems that attempted to shut me 
down and creating change wherever possible. I believe I can because each day I am 
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more and more connected to my authentic self and engaging with it even when it feels 
uncomfortable and not valued. 
I also know that my experiences of self-authorship are closely tied to the 
dissonance I experienced in my ethnic identity and its emergence of living on the 
border in my Chicana-ness. A border that embraced all the pieces of identity (e.g., 
daughter, mother, partner, graduate student, graduate assistant, scholar, activist, friend, 
peer) when I needed it to and rejected all the notions (e.g., White supremacy, 
patriarchy, gender norms, horizontal oppression, trauma, imposter syndrome) that tried 
to bring me down. I carry that experience with me each day and share it as often as I 
can to continue strengthening my awareness, knowledge, and skill in breaking down 
systems that silence experiences like mine as a young, educated, Brown woman and 
mother. As a researcher, I cannot view the world from any other way than through 
borders and intersectionality, and I look forward to (re-)opening doors for other Brown 
women and to making meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship in this 
inquiry. And finally, as a chingona, (who will never let the system defeat her again), “I 
will not be shamed again. Nor will I shame myself” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 109) for 
growing up Chicana.  
Chapter Summary 
Throughout this chapter, an introduction of the inquiry was shared. First, I 
highlighted the background of the inquiry by sharing my personal experience 
navigating race and ethnicity, how my identity as a Chicana awakened in college and 
how graduate school continued to inform and strengthen my self-authorship. 
Following my story, the construction of social identity was shared through a 
discussion on privilege and oppression (Johnson, 2006; McIntosh, 1990) and the cycle 
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of socialization (Bell, 1997; Harro, 2000) was offered to provide foundational 
information on how identity formation is influenced and defined by socially 
constructed ideas and rules. I also specifically discussed race and ethnicity in higher 
education, each of their definitions, connections in identity development theory, and 
research conducted in higher education.  
Fourth, the idea of self-authorship (Baxter Magolda & Porterfield, 1988) was 
also introduced to show ways that ethnic identity and self-authorship development are 
both influenced by socialization processes and external and internal enforcements. For 
high-risk students (e.g., students of Color), research indicates that self-authorship 
develops earlier for them than their White counterparts based on socialized realities 
and experiences they endure high-risk (Torres, 1999). 
Fifth, I introduced the statement of the problem, which centers on the current 
shift in United States demographics and percentage of Brown students preparing to 
enter higher education. Coupled with experiences of socialized and systemic 
oppression, Brown students are often marginalized and silenced on their college and 
university campuses. Thus, the need to explore how to support Chicana/o students on 
campus in their development is critical as a large demographic of Brown students 
entering higher education. 
Then, the purpose and research questions of the study were provided. The 
purpose of the study was to understand how Brown women graduate students make 
meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship. Throughout the research, 
borderlands ideology (Anzaldúa, 1987) and Chicana experiences are used as examples 
of how existence and understanding of self-authorship can bridge and be validated for 
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multiple experiences and identities in the Brown community. There are two research 
questions for this study: 
Q1 How do Brown women in graduate school make meaning of ethnic 
identity and self-authorship? 
 
Q2 How do Brown women in graduate school navigate between Brown 
and White socialization? 
 
 Sixth, I shared the significance of the study and how scholarship on Chicana/o 
identity fails to capture and link together ethnic identity development and self-
authorship. In fact, research is limited on Chicana/o identity, and if studied solely 
focuses on academic experiences of Chicana/o students. In addition, a majority of the 
scholarship does not acknowledge the depth of self-awareness involved in Chicana 
identity construction or the contributions of Chicana feminists (Anzaldúa, 1987; 
Moraga, 2000; Pérez, 1999) to the research. From a critical, cultural, constructivist 
lens and blend of testimonio (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012) and collage inquiry 
(Butler-Kisber, 2007), this research applies the idea of borderlands to explore Brown 
graduate students’ ethnic identity development and self-authorship. The emergent 
design of this inquiry is congruent with the shifting nature of Mestiza consciousness 
and borderland identity. Participants in this study were selected based on their identity 
as a Brown woman in master’s graduate level programs across disciplines at an 
institution in the Southwestern region of the United States. 
Finally, I shared my researcher testimonio, Growing Up Brown, and how my 
experiences in practicing self-authorship are deeply connected to my ethnic identity 
development. It is important researchers conducting critical, cultural constructivist 
research understand their identities and intersections, and how identity 
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intersectionality impacts their motivation for research. The testimonio covers my 










REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
The following sections provide a contextual framework for understanding 
Brown identity in today’s society and the United States higher education system. First, 
I provide an overview of Brown student experiences in higher education through 
enrollment and degree attainment, cultural socialization, and lenses of geographic 
location and generational and social class identity. Then, I share research on ethnic 
identity development and its intersection in higher education, particularly focusing on 
scholarship in areas of Chicana/o ethnic identity development and research conducted 
on Chicanas in college and professional careers. Fourth, I explore self-authorship and 
recent scholarship on self-authorship for students of Color and graduate students. 
Finally, I share graduate student identity literature to highlight the saliency of its 
embeddedness in the inquiry’s focus of ethnic identity and self-authorship. 
Brown Students in Higher Education 
 Brown students are the fastest growing ethnic group within the United States 
(Gándara & Contreras, 2009) with projections of a 33% increase in Kindergarten–12 
enrollment between 2011 and 2022 (Hussar & Bailey, 2014). In higher education, 
Brown students account for two million (16.5%) of all United States college students 
(McFarland et al., 2018), making them the largest underrepresented ethnic group in 
college. Although, the enrollment numbers are record-breaking with 49% of Brown 
high school graduates enrolled in college compared to 47% of White students, they 
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represent less than half of all Brown-identified adults in the United States (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2012) who are of the traditional college going age of 18 to 24 (Lopez 
& Fry, 2013). When it comes to degree attainment, 140,000 Brown students earned a 
bachelor’s degree in 2010, which still remains significantly below their college 
counterparts (Fry & Lopez, 2012). The gap amongst Brown men and women is also a 
concern in Brown student educational attainment. From 1970 to 2009, the gap 
between Brown men and women widened at high school and college levels (Fry & 
Lopez, 2012) with Brown women completing high school and college 2% to 3% 
higher than Brown men.  
 For Brown students pursuing graduate school at both master’s and doctoral 
levels, enrollment numbers increased by 31% (198,000 to 260,000 student increase) 
during 2010 and 2016 (McFarland et al., 2018). However, similar to bachelor’s degree 
attainment, only 8% (62,946) of degrees conferred at a master’s level represented 
Brown master’s level students in 2016 (McFarland et al., 2018). The gap between 
Brown men and women’s master’s degree attainment also widened more than at the 
bachelor’s degree level with Brown women receiving 69% of master’s degrees in 
2016 (McFarland et al., 2017). In addition, across other women of Color populations, 
Brown women have the second lowest master’s level degree attainment at 5% 
(40,245) of all master’s degrees completed (McFarland et al., 2017). The increased 
percentages in both enrollment and attainment rates for Brown students demonstrate 
movement in the educational system, and the divides between racial and gender 
differences are alarming and need to be addressed to improve access to and 
completion in graduate school for Brown students. The next section explores 
influences in higher education that impact Brown students’ experiences and success. 
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Socialization and Its Influence on 
Brown Students’ Experiences 
Brown students’ experiences in higher education are reflective of 
institutionalized socialization. Specifically, higher education is built to enforce 
systems of oppression and systemic injustice that are created through the cycle of 
socialization (Harro, 2000). Through the cycle, individuals learn how to be and act in 
their various social identities and differences according to White, male, upper-class 
values in various environments. Infused within the cycle is an individual’s core, which 
holds their value system and acts as a guide to navigate through socialized realities 
being constructed around them (Harro, 2000). The core is often blocked and confused 
by myths and misinformation from the information received through socialization that 
lead to feelings of fear, ignorance, confusion, and insecurity. As Brown students begin 
to learn more about themselves and their institutional environments, movement within 
the cycle can provide the student with the choice to interrupt or repeat the cycle.  
 Scholars studied how the role of institutional culture or identity influenced the 
educational experience and well-being of Brown college students, and they found that 
cultural congruency (connection between an individual’s culture or identity and that of 
the institution) increased academic persistence and wellness for Brown people (Gloria, 
Castellanos, & Orozco, 2005). The connection between the individual culture and that 
of the institution can also be related to a student’s higher level of assimilation and 
access to resources. For example, a study on Mexican American women stated that 
Mexican American women tend to attend graduate school at a higher rate when they 
have assimilated into the dominant culture and have access to resources via 
generational status (i.e., second generation born, English language dominant) and 
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social class (i.e., middle class status, attended schools with predominately White 
students) (Lango, 1995). For other Brown students who do not choose or have access 
to assimilate, alienation is experienced and felt more than their White peers (Lopez, 
2005). Other factors contributing to low enrollment and degree achievement in higher 
education for Brown students are cultural capital and understanding of higher 
education systems (Delgado Bernal, 1998; Gándara, 1995), lack of kindergarten–12 
preparation (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Morales, 2000; Nieman, Romero, & Arbona, 
2000; Padilla, 1997) and systemic oppression felt through financial aid, policy, and 
campus climate (Aguirre & Martinez, 1993; Gándara, 1995; Gándara & Contreras, 
2009; Minikel-Lacocque, 2013).  
 For graduate students, professional socialization into their area of study also 
occurs as they progress through their programs (Weidman, Twale, & Stein, 2001). 
Influenced by role acquisition theory (Thornton & Nardi, 1975), graduate student 
socialization occurs through a four-staged model that allows students to acquire 
knowledge, skills, and values necessary to enter their profession (Weidman et al., 
2001). Graduate student socialization begins at a student’s initial enrollment contact 
and progresses to a stage where personal attributes and interests contribute to research 
and the dissertation process (Perez, 2016; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008). Three 
elements—knowledge acquisition, investment, and involvement—interact with the 
socialization process and influence the value created in each stage (Weidman et al., 
2001). Researchers examining professional socialization in graduate school, however, 
have not incorporated developmental differences from cognitive, intrapersonal, and 
interpersonal development in their inquiries (Perez, 2017). 
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 As a result, graduate student success from a professional socialization 
perspective is primarily focused on students’ academic abilities and aptitudes (Golde, 
2000; Lovitts, 2001). However, a study on doctoral students found that aspects of 
students’ emotional, social, and cognitive experiences are more critical than academic 
abilities in student success (Lovitts, 2001). For Chicanas, having emotionally 
supportive families, strong mother figures who worked outside the home, and 
relationships with White peers supported their success in graduate school (Gándara, 
1982). In addition, “adjusting to new environments; juggling multiple roles of student, 
teacher, and researcher; and attending to personal relationships” can influence a 
student’s progression towards degree completion (Gansemer-Topf, Ross, & Johnson, 
2006, p. 28). Each of these studies uncovered how non-academic experiences 
strengthen holistic development and success in graduate education beyond the skill 
development in the discipline. Discussions on cognitive, intrapersonal, and 
interpersonal development from multiple identity intersections can further Brown 
graduate students’ academic and social success. Identity intersections such as 
geographic location, generational identity, social class, and first-generation student 
status are discussed next to described how each can critically influence a Brown 
graduate student’s socialization and experience in higher education. 
 Geographic influences. Geographic areas where Brown people do not have a 
critical mass of 51% or more can influence higher levels of acculturation or adaptation 
to White culture (Torres, Winston, & Cooper, 2003). Acculturation creates a “cultural 
conflict between two distinct groups” (Phinney, 1990, p. 502), which can result in 
acculturative stress (Sanchez & Fernandez, 1993) in trying to negotiate and reconcile 
the differences between the two groups. As of 2010, 75%, or 37.6 million Brown 
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people, lived in eight states: California (27.8%), Texas (18.7%), Florida (8.4%), New 
York (6.8%), Illinois (4%), Arizona (3.8%), New Jersey (3.1%), and Colorado (2.1%) 
(Ennis, Rios-Vargas, & Albert, 2011). In particular, Brown people concentrated 
around counties within the Southwest and/or United States/Mexico border (i.e., Texas, 
New Mexico, Arizona, and California) and the surrounding states (i.e., Colorado). 
Brown people in New Mexico represent 46% of the total state population, the highest 
proportion for any state (Ennis et al., 2011). In other Southwestern states, Arizona, 
California, Colorado, and Nevada, Brown people are 16% or more of the state 
population (Ennis et al., 2011). Within the Southwest region, there are initiatives 
focused on promoting educational awareness from a pre-school to graduate school 
perspective. Additionally, evolving efforts include culturally and linguistically 
appropriate early education, sustainability of educator quality, early orientation to 
college, increase in funding and accountability for higher education, incorporation of 
the Brown community in policy building, and increased accessibility for all students 
(Salazar et al., 2008). These initiatives can improve Brown students’ educational 
potential and bridge the geographic divide in Brown student support for institutions 
outside of critical mass regions, while also serving all students. The next section 
describes how generational differences influence a Brown student’s experience in 
higher education.  
 Generational differences. Generational differences in demographic 
characteristics, views on ethnic identity, and attitudes toward social issues, as well as 
personal experiences in the United States (Pew Research Center, 2004) also influence 
how Brown students experience higher education. The largest differences exist 
between first- and second-generation born Brown students and those who are foreign 
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and/or United States born (Pew Research Center, 2004). Differences between second- 
and third-generation born students and beyond are less obvious because of similar 
acculturation experiences (e.g., Western thinking and capital) occurring in the United 
States. In this case, first-generation born Brown students (68%) are more likely to 
select their country of origin (i.e., Mexico) as an ethnic identifier (i.e., Mexican) than 
second-generation students (38%). Only 6% of first-generation born students use the 
label of American as opposed to 35% for second-generation born and 57% for third-
generation born (Pew Research Center, 2004).  
Because of the differences in ethnic identity and meanings behind each 
identifier, multiple labels resonate with Brown people (e.g., Chicano/a, Mexican, 
Hispanic, Latina/o). In turn, a limited and inaccurate profile is attached to Brown 
students, which can influence the type of support received. In fact, scholars indicated 
that the majority of Brown students do not identify with being first-generation born, a 
high school dropout, or English language learner (Pew Research Center, 2004). In 
2007, almost 90% of Brown students enrolled in kindergarten–12 education were 
United States born, and 80% of school-aged Brown children spoke English with no 
difficulty (Pew Research Center, 2004). The result of profiling produces an inaccurate 
representation of Brown people and silences many populations within the Brown 
community. The next section describes how first-generation student status influences a 
Brown student’s experience in higher education. 
 First-generation student. First-generation students (or students from families 
where neither parent graduated with a bachelor’s degree) often also identify as people 
of Color and from working-class backgrounds (Strayhorn, 2006). The intersectionality 
of first-generation status and race/ethnicity is important to consider in the Brown 
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student experience. For instance, first-generation students have a 71% higher risk for 
attrition after enrollment than students with parents who graduated with their 
bachelor’s degree (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). Factors 
contributing to high attrition rates for first generation students are a result of lack of 
access or understanding from the student and family. Examples of factors include not 
participating in higher education preparation/transition activities (Choy, Horn, Nuñez, 
& Chen, 2000), worrying about how to pay for higher education and the financial aid 
process (Bui, 2002), feeling less academically and socially prepared for higher 
education (Bui, 2002), having at least two jobs and/or working more hours (Pascarella 
et al., 2004; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996), and being less 
engaged/involved on campus (Pascarella et al., 2004). 
 Scholars also shared that first-generation students often feel marginalized once 
on campus (Engle, 2007). As a result, they chose not to engage in co-curricular 
activities, which can create feelings of isolation and loneliness (Engle, 2007). 
Specifically, the feelings of isolation and loneliness result from a perceived lack of 
social/cultural capital (Borrego, 2004) and knowledge about the purpose of college 
and how to navigate it (Engle, 2007; Pascarella et al., 2004). In addition, many first-
generation students have responsibilities to maintain at home, which can be difficult to 
manage while navigating a new environment and balancing school (McConnell, 
2000). Finally, students may experience dissonance with family and friends as they 
gain new perspectives that inform their values, ways of thinking, and decision making 
(London, 1992). The intersectionality of first-generation student identity and 
Brownness is valuable to understand because of the influences it can have on Brown 
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student access/capital and success in higher education. The next section describes how 
social class influences a Brown student’s experience in higher education. 
 Social class. Social class, an “aspect of shared economic circumstances and 
shared social and cultural practices in relation to positions of power” also intersects 
with Brown students’ experiences in “profound ways” (Zandy, 1996, p. 8). Within 
each social class (e.g., working/lower, middle, upper) there is a culture of shared 
experiences, attitudes, language, and values, which include ways individuals are 
“taught to behave, expectations of self and others, one’s options, concept of future, 
approaches to problem solving, and beliefs” (Borrego, 2004, p. 3). Social class is also 
an unconsciously accepted way of categorization in the United States that has 
personal, social, and political consequences. For example, instead of understanding 
class from a systemic perspective related to wealth, people relate class to individual 
differences (e.g., working-class or poor people are unmotivated and, therefore, not 
successful) (Borrego, 2004). The failure to recognize how class stratifies individuals 
and groups perpetuates access to power, cultural capital, money, and education in 
society.  
Access, a social class privilege defined by both wealth and social capital in 
higher education, impacts a student’s ability to attend, engage, and persist in college. 
Financially, many working and middle-class students make large investments in their 
college education by taking out large or multiple loans, expending their limited family 
resources or working long hours or more than one job (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013), 
while others have no limit on where they can go to college (Stuber, 2011). The access 
divide between these social class groups informs different paths to college. For Brown 
students and other middle and working-class students, institutional choice often 
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depends on the amount of loans and grants provided (Vasquez, 1982). Institutions that 
have lower tuition costs and adequate financial aid systems, programs where tuition 
and fees are fully covered and distributed in the form of grants rather than loans, 
create better access for working and middle-class students. Academically, students 
from underrepresented social class backgrounds are also more likely than others not to 
meet admissions criteria due to inequitable academic preparation. The lack of 
preparation parallels larger systemic issues in education related to identity 
intersections with race/ethnicity, ability, gender, etc. and school district 
location/resource allocation.  
Higher education institutions also do not reflect a class neutral perspective 
(Stuber, 2011). Rather, they mirror the social and cultural values of White, upper-
middle class background. As a result, students who identify as upper-middle class are 
more likely to experience success in college and yield additional benefits post-college 
because of the social and cultural capital they bring with and develop in college 
(Stuber, 2011). For working-class students, social class identity can inform their 
desires and expectations of their higher education experience. For instance, students 
from working class backgrounds may associate higher education with an opportunity 
for sustainability of their current lifestyle or social mobility (Armstrong & Hamilton, 
2013). Individuals seeking social mobility may also have to change parts of 
themselves and/or identity to fit into and participate in society (Archer et al., 2003). In 
these circumstances, students will often gravitate towards major programs that directly 
translate into jobs (i.e., nursing, teaching) and ignore opportunities of social 
engagement. By not participating in co-curricular activities, these students can lose the 
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opportunity to develop relationships or social capital with peers and faculty and staff, 
which are valuable during and beyond the college years (Stuber, 2011).  
Stemmed from a socialized idea of working hard, individuals with more access 
and identity privilege (i.e. White, middle class or higher, straight, cisgender) you will 
achieve the “American Dream.” The idea of hard work is problematic, however, 
because it validates the socialization of classist ideas that ignore the systemic 
challenges of access and rationalize a person’s ability as the defining factor in 
determining success. For instance, women of Color are more likely than their male 
counterparts to seek out higher education as the route to mobility (Armstrong & 
Hamilton, 2013). Being both tough and self-reliant in their pursuit to graduation, 
however, hard work may not aid in Brown womens’ access to success because of their 
minoritized status in United States society as a person of Color and woman.  
Geographic, generational, first-generation student, and social class identities 
are only four of many intersectional identities impacting Brown students’ experience 
in higher education. With projections indicating an 82% increase in Brown people 
ages 5 to 24 over the next 25 years (Passel & Cohn, 2008), there is a need for an 
exploration of Brown student identity and experiences from an intersectional 
(Crenshaw, 1991) and borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987) perspective. The next section 
shares policy and programs created to support Brown students in higher education. 
Policy and Programs Influencing 
Brown Students’ Success 
Legislative and educational policies have attempted to alter inequities 
experienced by Brown students in higher education. In particular, the federal 
government has supported Brown students’ higher education participation through 
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legislation such as the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, the G. I. Bill of 
Rights, the National Defense and Education Act of 1958, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
the Higher Education Act of 1965 (Aguirre & Martinez, 1993), and Title V in 1998. 
Yet much of the support received continues to perpetuate the subordination of Brown 
students in higher education. For instance, high tuition costs limit Brown students’ 
access to educational and social opportunities and increase their chances of high 
attrition and low transfer rates to four-year institutions (Aguirre & Martinez, 1993). 
The Higher Education Act of 1965 and Title V of 1998, however, strengthened 
Chicanx presence most through their enactment of programs such as TRiO, federally-
funded support programs for students from historically marginalized groups, and 
Hispanic serving institutions (HSIs), accredited and degree-granting public or private 
nonprofit institutions of higher education with 25% or more total undergraduate full-
time equivalent Brown student enrollment (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 
Through TRiO and HSIs, higher education professionals have developed culturally 
appropriate practices and programs focused on bridging educational gaps and 
empowering students. For instance, HSIs recognize the need to increase resources and 
support for Brown student success in higher education as a result of population 
projections (Excelencia in Education, 2011).  
As of 2009 to 2010, 293 HSIs enrolled over half (54%) of United States Brown 
student undergraduates and provided more access to Brown people and other students 
than other degree-granting institutions of higher education (Excelencia in Education, 
2011). Most HSIs are geographically focused in California (89), Puerto Rico (56), 
Texas (49), and New Mexico (24) and receive federal monies focused on the 
promotion of Latino student success (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). Most 
57 
 
HSIs are community colleges (47%), which indicates a large number of Latinos are 
centralized in community colleges (Excelencia in Education, 2011). The federal 
monies provided to HSI community colleges increase access in academic (e.g., 
remedial education), financial (e.g., lower tuition rates), and personal (e.g., offering of 
classes, daycare) Latino student success (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). The 
challenge, however, is how to expand support for Latinos beyond the associate degree 
level. Four-year public and private institutions currently comprise 55.3% of emerging 
HSIs, institutions with 15% to 24% of Brown students (Excelencia in Education, 
2011), yet federal funding is not available to strengthen their efforts. Thus, higher 
education administrators, faculty, and practitioners at emerging and non-emerging 
four-year institutions are reliant on strategic planning (Dooris, Kelley, & Trainer, 
2002) and culturally responsive practices in research (Lahman, Geist, Rodriguez, 
Graglia, & DeRoche, 2011) to prepare and learn about the needs of Brown students.  
Brown Student Contributions 
Brown students have also contributed to their higher education access and 
experience since the 1920s. One example is Ernesto Galaraza, a Stanford graduate 
student, who spoke out about the oppression of Mexican immigrant workers while at 
the National Conference on Social Work in California (Munoz, 1989). Galaraza’s 
ability to address and denounce racist and stereotypical narratives of Mexicans 
initiated Brown student activism and resistance from the Brown community to be 
treated as second-class citizens (Munoz, 1989). In the 1940s and 1950s, Chicana/os 
became intolerant of the Eurocentric focus and second-class treatment their children 
were receiving in school and decided to create community and political organizations 
(e.g., Mexican American Movement, the Association of Mexican American Educators, 
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the Political Association of Spanish Speaking Peoples, League of United Latin 
American Citizens) (Munoz, 1989).  
During the 1960s, the United States faced an uprising of La Raza via the 
Chicano Student Movement. Comprised primarily of high school and college students 
and faculty, the movement created a strong political force in California and the 
Southwest and Midwest areas of the United States during the 1960s (Gómez-
Quiñones, 1978). At the high school level, students organized walkouts and boycotts 
to promote their demands for educational quality and equality, more relevant social 
science courses, bilingual and bicultural education, more Raza [Brown] teachers, 
counselors, and school board members” (Meier & Ribera, 1993, p. 220). Directly 
influenced and guided by adults like Corky Gonzalez, a community organizer in 
Denver, Colorado, and Sal Castro, a high school teacher in Los Angeles, California, 
the walkouts began in spring of 1968 in East Los Angeles and spread to many cities 
within the Southwest before the end of the 1967–1968 school year. Many students 
were attacked, arrested, and jailed during the walkouts, which eventually (after excess 
media coverage) led the administration to engage with students and remedy the impact 
of the walkouts. 
Brown students at the college and university level also organized large protest 
demonstrations, sit-ins in administrative offices, and other direct-confrontation tactics, 
which they often coupled with emotional rhetoric and occasional attacks on university 
property in the 1960s. The first Latina/o protest occurred at San Jose State College in 
California in 1968 and involved a walkout at commencement exercises by graduating 
seniors and audience members who were advocating for an increase in Chicana/o 
students and bilingual and cultural training for professionals who worked with 
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Latina/o communities (MacDonald & Garcia, 2003). Faculty also joined the students 
in their demands for “incorporating Chicana/o history and culture into social science 
courses, admitting more Raza [Brown] students, creating Chicana/o studies programs, 
and increasing Chicana/o representation on faculties and governing boards” (Meier & 
Ribera, 1993, p. 220).  
Students also began creating militant student organizations focused on 
ethnicity, self-identity, and alienation from assimilated notions, which mimicked 
leadership styles of revolutionaries Emiliano Zapata, and Argentine Ernesto “Che” 
Guevara (i.e., Mexican American Student Association in California, Mexican 
American Youth Organization in Texas, Chicano Associated Students Organization in 
New Mexico). The growth of student organizations led to the creation of a conference 
in 1969 at the University of California at Santa Barbara to unite the various 
organizations and institutions under a single organization, Movimiento Estudiantil 
Chicano de Atzlan. The Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Atzlan reinforced the 
rejection of the term Mexican American and spread the use of the term Chicana/o 
throughout the Southwest through initiatives such as El Plan de Santa Barbara and the 
creation of Chicana/o studies and Mexican American academic and research 
organizations across the country (Aguirre & Martinez, 1993).  
Latina/o Greek letter organizations are another way Brown students have 
engaged and created support for themselves and their higher education campuses and 
communities since the 1970s (Muñoz & Guardia, 2009). Specifically, Latina/o Greek 
organizations became prominent on college campuses in the 1990s and have grown to 
over 35 organizations across the United States promoting Latina/o student success and 
cultural awareness (Muñoz & Guardia, 2009). For Brown students, joining a Latina/o 
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Greek organization acts as a source of empowerment to participate in other aspects of 
their educational experience and provides a familia away from home where cultural 
identity is valued (Reyes, 1997). In addition, Latina/o Greek organizations increase 
student retention by way of “long-lasting friendships, empowerment and self-esteem, 
academic and emotional support, a shared understanding of cultural language, and 
strength from the support and power of a large united voice” (Muñoz & Guardia, 
2009, p. 125). For Latina women, it was also identified that a heightened sense of 
ethnic identity development occurred from their participation in Latina-based 
sororities (Nunez, 2004). Specifically, Latina sororities aid in maintaining cultural 
identity, serve as a family unit, academic and social support, and enhance the comfort 
level of fitting in at a large university (Layzer, 2000; Olivas, 1996; Patterson, 1998).  
More recent contributions of Brown students center on undocumented identity 
or status and the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM)er 
movement. With the introduction of the 2001 DREAM Act, the act would provide a 
pathway to legal status for thousands of students who are undocumented graduates 
from high school each year (e.g., 65,000 students/year) (United We Dream, 2015), 
students have adopted the term DREAMer and worked to find pathways to protect 
their right to education (United We Dream, 2015). Because Brown students represent 
over 60% of all DREAMers in the United States, they have also had an influential 
impact on policy development related to workers’ permits (e.g., Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals, Deferred Action for Parents of Americans & Lawful Residents) 
identification and driver’s license campaigns (e.g., Colorado Senate Bill 251- I Drive 
Colorado) and most importantly their access to higher education through educational 
equity laws. Specifically, in Colorado, Brown students, their communities, and other 
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individuals who are undocumented advocated for Colorado Senate Bill 13-0033, 
Advancing Students for a Stronger Economy Tomorrow Law is a bill that allows 
students who are undocumented in Colorado to receive in-state tuition for 10 years 
prior to its passing in 2013 (Colorado Department of Higher Education, 2013). In 
addition, Brown students alongside other minoritized groups have advocated for 
sanctuary campus and city movements across the United States (Immigration 
Response Initiative, 2017). The sanctuary campus movement was introduced in 
November 2016 after the election of the 45th President of the United States from the 
concept of sanctuary cities in which local governments have vowed to protect 
immigrant people and communities. A sanctuary campus has two distinct meanings: 
(a) university protection for DREAMer students from federal deportation measures at 
all costs, and (b) a creation of an unofficial safe space for DREAMer students to learn 
without fear of xenophobia, intense or irrational dislike or fear of people from other 
countries. Many cities and campuses have enforced practices and made statements to 
support DREAMer students based on the activism and advocacy from students directly 
impacted by administrative action of the 45th President. Most recently, DREAMers 
spoke out and rallied against the termination announcement of the Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals program on September 5, 2017, in demand for a path to citizenship 
through the DREAM Act.  
Brown students have also joined political activism and resistance efforts (e.g., 
Black Lives Matter, Standing Rock Dakota Access Pipeline protests, Trans Day of 
Visibility, Women’s International Strike Day) with other minoritized and marginalized 
groups on college campuses (Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016). Political activism is one 
way racially and ethnically marginalized youth have combatted systemic oppression 
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and advocated for legislative change (Hope et al., 2016). Specifically, scholars 
identified that Brown students’ participation in the BlackLivesMatter movement was 
larger than their participation in Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals with Brown 
women participating at greater rates than Brown men (Hope et al., 2016). Participation 
was directly tied to an increase experience with racial/ethnic microaggressions for 
#BlackLivesMatter and political efficacy for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals.  
The impact of Brown student engagement continues to influence current policy 
and student engagement on higher education campuses. Specifically, in current 
activism and advocacy movements, students have demonstrated how important their 
ethnic identity is to their success in higher education and that of working in 
collaboration with other minoritized groups toward change. The next section describes 
ethnic identity development and its intersection with higher education experiences 
through a Chicano, Latino, and Hispanic identity lens. In addition, research studies 
involving Brown students in higher education and their ethnic identity development 
are shared. 
Ethnic Identity Development 
Ethnic identity development is an individual’s process of making meaning of 
their ethnic group membership (Aboud, 1987; Rotheram & Phinney, 1987). Ethnic 
identity development involves four dimensions: ethnic self-identification, ethnic 
constancy, ethnic knowledge, and ethnic preferences (Knight, Bernal, Garza, & Cota, 
1993). Ethnic self-identification happens when children correctly group and label 
themselves and others based on their cultural characteristics. Next, ethnic consistency 
occurs and there is recognition that ethnic identity is “unchanging and permanent 
across time, settings and transformations” (Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 
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1993, p. 100). Third, ethnic knowledge is explored and connected to enculturation 
(Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993) or “role behaviors and traits, values, 
styles, customs, traditions, and language” that are relevant to an individual’s ethnic 
identity and group (Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993, p. 100). 
Characterized from both external (e.g., social and cultural behaviors) and internal 
(e.g., cognitive, moral, and emotional influences) influences (Breton, Isajiw, Kalbach, 
& Reitz, 1990; Pizzaro & Vera, 2001), ethnic knowledge (e.g., rituals, celebrations of 
holidays) is often adapted from family members (Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & 
Ocampo, 1993). The processes of assimilation and acculturation are also closely 
linked to ethnic, racial, or cultural identity formation (Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & 
Ocampo, 1993). Both assimilation, a process whereby “individuals lose all traces of 
their ethnic heritage and become indistinguishable from the dominant group” (Pizzaro 
& Vera, 2001, p. 93), and acculturation, a process that “results from intercultural 
contact between two unique cultural systems and generates change in either or both 
groups” (Berry, 2003, p. 18 ), have validated scholars’ needs to incorporate other 
identity intersections and socialization experiences in ethnic identity development 
(Vera & de los Santos, 2005). Finally, as ethnic knowledge expands, an individual 
explores and identifies one’s ethnic preferences (e.g., for food, music, language use, 
friends) and feelings (i.e., cognitive, moral, and emotional influences) in the final 
dimension (Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993). 
Ethnic identity is the most explored aspect of the Brown people’s experience 
(Pizzaro & Vera, 2001) and tends to focus on individuals of Mexican descent although 
terminology of Latina/o, Hispanic, and Chicana/o are used interchangeably. With its 
underpinnings in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Brown community (and other 
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communities of Color) went through a significant ethnic identity reclamation (led by 
students) and abandoned assimilation values from earlier generations (Garcia, 1997). 
Therefore, in the 1970s, ethnic identity formation became a prominent research area, 
particularly for Chicana/o researchers. The first major study on Chicana/o ethnic 
identity came out of the 1979 National Chicano Survey (Arce, 1997) and attempted to 
understand how Chicana/os defined their own identities through questions on how 
individuals select or reject labels. Scholars (e.g., García, 1981) advanced the National 
Chicano Survey by identifying a need to connect preferred identity labels with factors 
and identities such as “age, state of residence, country of origin, language use, and 
education” (Pizzaro & Vera, 2001, p. 96). The complexity of ethnic identity 
development for Chicana/os was recognized by scholars and prompted further 
investigation in ethnic consciousness (García, 1982), a concept related to cultural 
consciousness (e.g., cultural preferences and attitudes) and associations (with 
Mexican-descent individuals and others), and multi-dimensional analysis and identity 
intersections (e.g., race, gender, social class, geography, and generational identity) 
(Pizzaro & Vera, 2001).  
The intersection of race is critical in Chicana/o ethnic identity research because 
of how Chicana/os experience socialization in both their racial and ethnic identity 
(Helms & Talleyrand, 1997). For instance, ethnicity does not have the impact that race 
does on the quality of life for Chicana/os (e.g., categorization in society) (Helms & 
Talleyrand, 1997). Scholars suggest Brown people experience race and racism in three 
ways (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). First, Brown people hold value and pride in their 
cultural and ethnic differences, and they see race as secondary in their identity 
(Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). Next, Brown people are of mixed indigenous and 
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mestizo heritages, which makes it complicated to place them in a fixed grouping. 
Finally, Brown people identify in various ways when it comes to race. Some may 
identify as White based on phenotype and skin color, whereas others reject Whiteness 
(70% on the United States Census), and only use an ethnic identifier that connects to 
their experiences as Brown people in the United States (Cohn, 2017). Skin color and 
phenotype, although different than race, differentiates greatly amongst Brown people, 
and remains connected to racism (Hall, 1994), especially for Brown individuals with 
darker phenotypes (Arce, Murgia, & Frisbie, 1987; Relethford, Stern, Gaskill, & 
Hazuda, 1983). The next section further develops how ethnic identity develops in 
college.  
Ethnic Identity Development 
in College 
For college students, theories of ethnic identity development reflect 
foundational ethnic identity models (Aboud & Christian, 1979; Rotheram & Phinney, 
1987), while also examining the experiences and implications of how students 
understand and make decisions about ethnicity in their lives (Phinney, 1990). Scholars 
have explained ethnic identity development in college through a three stage-linear 
model (Phinney, 1993). The first stage, unexamined ethnic identity, focuses on a lack 
of exposure and reflection on feelings and attitudes toward ethnicity (Phinney, 1993). 
Because of the ambiguity of the meaning behind ethnic identity, individuals in this 
stage experience diffusion (i.e., not committing to an ethnic identity) or foreclosure 
(i.e., not exploring ethnic identity), which can result from a lack of interest in ethnicity 
or socialized ideas about their ethnicity from childhood (e.g., Brown adolescents 
internalized negative perceptions of their Brownness from White peers). Next, in the 
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ethnic identity search/moratorium stage, individuals began to engage and become 
aware of ethnicity and its influence on their everyday experiences from overt or covert 
experiences (e.g., racism, a feeling of less than their peers) (Phinney, 1990, 1993). 
Particularly, individuals in this stage actively explore their ethnic identity and 
experience emotional intensity that may result in anger toward their White peers. 
Ethnic identity achievement, the final stage in ethnic identity development, is achieved 
when an individual can relate and understand the meaning and socialization behind 
their chosen ethnic identity (Phinney, 1993). In addition, it is important the individual 
understand how to validate and resolve conflict around their ethnic identity, so they 
can maintain their ethnic identity as they transition in and out of different 
environments and social groups (e.g., Brown students who do not speak Spanish 
maintaining their pride as Brown people when navigating spaces with Brown people 
who do speak Spanish).  
The process of ethnic identity construction is different for every person 
because of various socialization processes and relationships that manifest and 
influence individual “feelings, attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors” (Phinney, 1995, p. 
58). The complexity of ethnic identity, therefore, must involve multi-dimensional 
aspects in each stage of development. The next section explores various ethnic identity 
models in the Chicano/a, Latino/a, and Hispanic communities, while also sharing 
research conducted on Chicana ethnic identity. 
 Chicana/o ethnic identity development in college. For Chicana/o college 
students, scholars have expanded the three-stage college ethnic identity development 
model (Phinney, 1990) to highlight the differences of the Chicana/o experiences. 
Chicana/o ethnic identity centers on three central tenants: cultural awareness, an 
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awareness of Mexican people and culture; ethnic loyalty, the attitudes and feelings 
about Mexican culture; and ethnic social orientation, a preference for interacting with 
those who identify as Mexican and for Mexican food. Through a surveyed analysis of 
self-identified Mexican American students, scholars (Keefe & Padilla, 1987) identified 
two generational differences among their experiences. The first difference showed a 
decrease in cultural awareness between generations, with the largest dissonance 
between first and second generations. Second, the value of ethnic loyalty strengthened 
for fourth generation Mexican American students, which paralleled non-Spanish 
speaking Chicana/o students’ experiences and the sense of pride they maintain in their 
heritage. 
 Hispanic identity development in college. Scholars have also explored 
Hispanic identity development in college through a bicultural orientation model 
(Torres, 1999), which highlighted the intersection between ethnic identity and 
acculturation. In the bicultural orientation model (Torres, 1999), there are four 
quadrants that each identify a type of cultural orientation: (a) bicultural orientation, a 
high level of acculturation and ethnic identity, (b) Anglo orientation, a high level of 
acculturation and low level of ethnic identity, (c) Hispanic orientation, a low level of 
acculturation and high level of ethnic identity, and (d) Marginal orientation, a low 
level of acculturation and ethnic identity. Geographic location of the institution, 
institution type, and stress in the college environment were each used to understand 
Hispanic students’ cultural orientation in the bicultural orientation model.  
The geographic location of the institution can strengthen ethnic identity 
maintenance if there is visible presence of individuals who speak Spanish and 
environmental structures such as Hispanic identifying social organizations, 
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restaurants, and churches (Torres, 1999). Research on Hispanic students without 
critical mass in a geographic location is still emergent and unknown about its relation 
to cultural orientation. Institution type (e.g., two-year or four-year, public or private) is 
important to consider in cultural orientation with a majority of Hispanic students 
(56%) enrolling in two-year institutions (Ma & Baum, 2016). Therefore, cultural 
orientation may be significantly impacted for a Hispanic student who attends a private, 
four-year institution. Additional stress (Mena, Padilla, & Maldonado, 1987; Quitana, 
Vogel, & Ybarra, 1991; Saldaia, 1994) may also result from institution type. Stress for 
Hispanic students develops from cultural expectations to assist the family with 
finances, lack of money to pay for their education, and traditional gender roles (Nora, 
Kraemer, & Itzen, 1997). Hispanic students who also identify coming from a lower or 
working-class background tend to experience higher levels of stress (Saldaia, 1994). 
Stress is also attributed to social climate, interracial relationships, racism and 
discrimination, within-group relationships, and achievement (Smedley, Myers, & 
Harrell, 1993). 
 Latina/o identity development in college. Scholars have also explored 
college ethnic identity development of Brown students through Latina/o identity in six 
different orientations: Latino-integrated, Latino-identified, subgroup-identified, 
Latinos as other, undifferentiated/denial, and White-identified (Ferdman & Gallegos, 
2001). Latino-integrated represented a holistic understanding of Latino-ness and can 
successfully implement multiple identity intersectionality into practice (Ferdman & 
Gallegos, 2001). A Latino-integrated person was able to view the systemic problems 
with race in the United States and challenge it while advocating for multicultural 
competency and inclusivity of all people. Latino-identified individuals operated from a 
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pan-Latino identity, meaning their identity is fluid and racial categorization is rejected 
(Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). Specifically, Latino-identified individuals viewed all 
Latinos as one, and White people are their own separate group. Subgroup-identified 
Latinos identified with their specific Latino group (e.g., Chicana/o) and may or may 
not have seen other subgroups as inferior (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). Latino as other 
did not identify with a specific subgroup due to mixed background or unknown 
heritage history (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). These individuals often connect with 
other people of Color and individuals who understand race as a social construct. 
Undifferentiated/denial individuals operated from a color-blind philosophy and argue 
race does not matter (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). They live their lives according to 
dominant socialization and do not connect with other Latinos. If undifferentiated/ 
denial individuals experience any sort of oppressive act, they attribute it to their 
individual not systemic socialization. White-identified people believed themselves to 
be White and live out their lives as White people (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001). They 
see other racial groups as less than and have little to no association with Latinos. Their 
purview of life is constructed from a dominant lens, which is never critically 
challenged.  
Each orientation is analyzed by the individuals’ understanding of their identity, 
their preferred identity grouping, and perception of Latina/o and White groupings, and 
their understanding of how racism intersects in their identity; and can shift multiple 
times or never throughout an individual’s lifetime (Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001) (see 
Table 1). The orientation model, however, focuses more on culture and ethnic identity 
than race, and does not acknowledge the power dominant groups have in limiting 
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Research on Chicana 
Ethnic Identity 
Most of the research conducted on Chicana identity formation is explored 
through a quantitative methodology and fails to incorporate the contextual stories 
needed to make meaning of border and multiple identity intersectionality (Vera & de 
los Santos, 2005). Recent scholarship, however, has applied Mestiza consciousness 
(Anzaldúa, 1987) and other third-space feminism perspectives to aid in understanding 
identity formation in the workplace and education for Chicanas. For instance, Chicana 
college students in California were studied to determine how they reflected on their 
identities and culture in relation to their experiences in higher education (Delgado 
Bernal, 2001). It was determined in the study that communication and learning from 
students’ homes and community served as cultural knowledge that supported their 
resistance strategies in negotiating academia and working through racism and sexism 
in the college environment (Delgado Bernal, 2001). Similarily, young mejicanas 
(Mexicans) living in California were studied using platicas (informal conversations) 
and the researcher’s voice and experiences as a Chicana researcher to conclude that a 
Mestiza worldview in mejicanas cultural knowledge provided tools and strategies for 
navigating through life, school, and their future (Gonzalez, 2001). 
 Scholars have also explored socialization and its connection to identity 
formation of Mexican American women in a professional work role (de los Santos, 
1998). Specifically, it was found that Mexican American women’s early socialization 
patterns and their connection to dominant culture have a direct impact on the way they 
adapt and build their cultural identity (de los Santos, 1998).  
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Scholars have also explored socialization and its connection to identity 
formation of Mexican American women in a professional work role (de los Santos, 
1998). Specifically, it was found that Mexican American women’s early socialization 
patterns and their connection to dominant culture have a direct impact on the way they 
adapt and build their cultural identity (de los Santos, 1998). Four ways of negotiating 
the women’s subculture and dominant culture emerged with a close link to Mestiza 
consciousness (Anzaldúa, 1987). For instance, the category of irritants illustrated how 
Mexican American women see themselves in conflict with White culture and how 
they work from within the dominant culture to create change in unjust institutional 
systems. Irritants aligned with border identity in that they created a middle or border 
space to make sense of both White and Brown culture. In addition, irritants were 
educated on issues of social, political, and economic injustice, and were unwilling to 
compromise or buy into oppressive systems, which can be a high price to pay in their 
political positions, experiencing rejection and increased marginalization (de los 
Santos, 1998).  
Finally, a study on working class, Chicana students at a community college 
found that educational experiences created saliency for the women in their ethnic 
identity (Vera, 1998). Four central modes of ethnicity experiences were identified with 
two placing ethnic identity at the center of awareness, and two placing ethnic identity 
at the margins or border of how they identified (Vera, 1998). In particular, participants 
who placed their identity at the center of the college experience promoted the student’s 
awareness of concepts, such as racism and oppression. This promotion informed 
participants’ meaning making of their challenges staying in school and development of 
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coping skills to reach their goal of graduation and transfer to a four-year institution 
(Vera, 1998). 
The three research studies conducted on Chicana students and their negotiation 
of two cultures in school and the workplace and the impact it has on their identity 
document the need for further exploration on how Chicanas interact with White 
society and culture (Vera & de los Santos, 2005). The contemporary Chicana 
experience is not uniform across gender, social class, or other social identity lines and 
needs a re-imagined space to make meaning of intersectional identities and influences 
from political, social, and generational influences (Valenzuela, 2011). These internal 
and external influences experienced in ethnic identity development by Chicana 
students continue into graduate school and may cause further reflection as they 
develop understanding of theory and its application to their own identity development. 
The next section discusses self-authorship and studies connected to identity 
development in college. 
Self-Authorship 
Self-authorship supports individuals in constructing their own worldviews and 
making informed decisions for themselves (and in conjunction with others), all while 
acting appropriately and taking responsibility for their actions (Baxter Magolda, 
2008). Specifically, there are three interconnected dimensions of self-authorship 
individuals must navigate to work through and self-author themselves: how they view 
the world (epistemological dimension), how they view themselves (intrapersonal 
dimension), and how they view social relations (interpersonal dimension) (Baxter 
Magolda, 2008). Scholars (Baxter Magolda, 2001; Kegan, 1994) identified the 
development of self-authorship as an individual’s way of making meaning and 
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understanding the dimensional shifts from “being concrete and externally derived to 
more complex and internally grounded” (Perez, 2017, p. 835). Each of the dimensions 
are critical to engaging as contributing member of contemporary society (Parks Daloz, 
Keen, Keen, & Daloz Parks, 1996) that acknowledges the need to work effectively 
with and appreciate multiple perspectives.  
The underpinnings of self-authorship are found in relativism, a concept that 
explains how adults acquire new epistemological understandings when uncertainty in 
contextual influences forces them to restructure and commit in a tentative world 
(Perry, 1970). With research specifically centered on White, male, college student 
experiences, scholars re-explored ways of knowing with women college students and 
that social identity construction and ways of knowing that guide their holistic 
development toward listening to their own inner authority or constructed knowing 
(Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1997). This transition experienced by 
women becomes the foundation from which they make commitments to themselves, 
others, and their communities (Belenky et al., 1997). Scholars further specified how 
knowledge construction and beliefs are justified in adulthood through use of a seven-
stage reflective judgment model (King & Kitchener, 1994). The model classified how 
individuals construct meaning by relying on evidence and rules, compare and contrast 
evidence across contextual influences, and identify as agents involved in knowledge 
construction. Most importantly, the model emphasized that knowledge construction is 
an ongoing process where new perspectives and contexts can influence new 
understandings (King & Kitchener, 1994). 
Acknowledging the significance of the ongoing process of reflective 
judgement (King & Kitchener, 1994), scholars decided to research the integration of 
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epistemology with personal understanding (intrapersonal development) and 
relationships with others (interpersonal development) in reflective judgment (Kegan, 
1994). Specifically looking at college-aged students, orders of consciousness were 
used to describe participants’ developmental experiences (Kegan, 1994). In the third 
order or self-evolution, an individual can perform basic knowledge construction 
through their relationships with others. Individuals in the fourth order of 
consciousness, however, can emerge from an external dependency to an internal 
identity commitment in making and understanding meaning. Individuals, as a result, 
need to develop a fourth order of consciousness to practice self-authorship and operate 
on their values, attitudes, and meanings as elements of the systems, not the system 
itself as in the third order of consciousness (Kegan, 1994). 
In a 30-year longitudinal study, the term self-authorship was coined and 
identified three positions in the journey to self-authorship: external definition, the 
crossroads, and internal definition (Baxter Magolda, 2001). Scholars expanded on the 
positions of self-authorship to a 10-position model, which highlighted subtle shifts in 
each of the positions and grouped them into four major categories: soley external, 
entering the crossroads, leaving the crossroads, and solely internal (see Table 2) 
(Baxter Magolda & King, 2008). Individuals in external meaning making positions 
tended to follow expectations and rely on external authority to define beliefs, 
identities, and relationships. In addition, external individuals prioritized others’ 
perspectives over their own and frequently acted to gain approval from others since 
they did not have an internal identity (Baxter Magolda & King, 2008). Next, 
individuals entering the crossroads began to craft an internal identity and question 
authority, yet they still leaned toward authority’s perspectives (Baxter Magolda & 
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King, 2008). The recognition of the limitations in favoring authority perspectives 
started to emerge in crossroads as they listened to their own voices as knowledge (with 
feelings of tension especially in conflict with others) in leaving the crossroads (Baxter 
Magolda & King, 2008). Finally, when individuals reached solely internal they have 
cultivated an internal foundation or set personally defined beliefs and values, which 
they consistently listened to and used in their relationships with others (Baxter 
Magolda & King, 2008). Scholars identified internal meaning making as the 
recognition of external influences and limitations of its impact, exertion of confidence 
to make good choices, and the development of relationships that focus on 
collaborative meaning with colleagues, peers, and/or community. Similarly, the ability 
to manage daily life while “obtaining and critiquing multiple perspectives, managing 
ambiguity, balancing competing interests, and making wise choices” describe internal 
meaning making in personal life challenges also present (Baxter Magolda, 2008, p. 
269). Thus, when challenge and support are present in internal meaning making, self-
































Individuals consistently and unquestioningly rely on external 
sources without recognizing the possible impacts of the 
reliance. 
 
Tensions with external 
authority 
Individuals consistently rely on external sources and may 
experience conflict, particularly if the external sources are not 






Individuals begin to recognize their reliance external sources 







Individuals tend to rely on external sources, while also 
recognizing the need for an internal voice. They look to 




An individual’s external and internal voices are actively 
present and competing for dominance; external still controls 
internal overall. Work to construct a new way of making 
meaning is occurring, however, previous ways of knowing 





Listening to the internal 
voice 
An individual’s external and internal voices are actively 
present and competing for dominance; internal overpowers 
external overall. There are efforts made to listen carefully to 
internal voice over the external environment.  
 
Cultivating the internal 
voice 
Individuals actively work to improve their internal voice; 
engage in deep reflection to analyze interests, goals, and 




Trusting the internal 
voice 
Individuals focus on learning to trust their internal voice to 
refine beliefs, values, identities, and relationships. They also 
began to use voice to shape their reactions to external sources. 
 
Building an internal 
foundation 
Individuals increase use of their internal voice, which creates 
confidence. The confidence allows an internal foundation or 
philosophy of life to develop, which guides reactions to 
external sources.  
 
 Securing internal 
commitments 
As an individual’s foundation solidifies, internal commitments 
are secured through consistent applications in their life. The 
internal foundation becomes core of the individual. 
 
 
Note. Adapted from “Toward Reflective Conversations: An Advising Approach that Promotes Self-
Authorship,” by M. Baxter Magolda and P. M. King, 2008, Peer Review, 10(1). 
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Both orders of consciousness (Kegan, 1994) and self-authorship (Baxter 
Magolda, 2001) development are dependent on epistemological development (Baxter 
Magolda, 1999). “Self-authorship is not possible” (Baxter Magolda, 1999, p. 38) until 
individuals move beyond the third level of consciousness (Kegan, 1994), which can 
vary on identities and experiences of the individual. For instance, in a study on high-
risk students (i.e., students of Color and/or students from working/lower class 
backgrounds) and their experience navigating the college admissions process, students 
entered college with self-authored ways of knowing (Pizzolato, 2003). Yet, high-risk 
students also tended to move away from self-authorship as they experienced 
marginalization and “sought formulas for being successful” in college (Pizzolato, 
2004, p. 429). For students with privilege (e.g., White privilege), scholars identified 
that self-authorship development paused due to the support available or lack of need to 
figure out how to navigate the college admissions (Pizzolato, 2004). With identity 
intersections and experiences, determining self-authorship is difficult because “once a 
self-authored orientation has been developed, actual public expression of [the] 
orientation may be situational” (Pizzolato & Ozaki, 2007). Thus, a student may not 
practice self-authorship because of external circumstances (e.g., racism) (Pizzolato & 
Ozaki, 2007). In addition, a student may practice self-authorship in reasoning but not 
actions or actions but not reasoning. Each are based on contextual influences and “if a 
student wants to do something because it feels right, it is independent knowing. If a 
student wants to do something because it is most consistent with internally defined 
goals, it is more likely self-authoring” (Pizzolato & Ozaki, 2007, p. 208). With most 
self-authorship studies focusing on privileged individuals who are 20 years old or 
higher, there is a need to explore further how students who are marginalized (e.g., 
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Chicanx students) experience and develop self-authorship. The next section shares 
research that focused on Brown student development and experiences with self-
authorship. 
Research on Self-Authorship in Higher Education 
Research on self-authorship for Brown students in higher education has 
advanced in recent years. This section will share specific research studies on self-
authorship focused on students who are all Brown with various intersectional identities 
such as undocumented, first-generation college students, students of Color, and 
graduate students. The first study examined Latina/o college students who identified 
as undocumented and their experiences of self-authorship, what circumstances 
contributed to their development of self-authorship, and how self-authorship attitudes 
increased persistence in college (Poetker, 2015). Scholars found that overcoming 
financial barriers, discriminatory attitudes, and unsupportive influences contributed to 
students’ development of self-authorship. In addition, participants described a “strong 
desire to rise above negative influences and stereotypes” that created barriers for their 
success and relationships with campus constituents (Poetker, 2015, p. 134).  
 Second, scholars studied the types of dissonance experienced by students of 
Color in the self-authorship process (Pizzolato, Nguyen, Johnston, & Wang, 2012). 
The study suggested that two kinds of dissonance lead to self-authorship development 
for students of Color: (a) identity dissonance and (b) relational dissonance. Students of 
Color experienced identity dissonance when there was a “mismatch between 
participants’ and others’ perceptions of key characteristics of their identity” (Pizzolato 
et al., 2012, p. 666). This mismatch sometimes created personal conflict (Pizzolato, 
Podobnik, Chaudhari, Schaeffer, & Murrell, 2008; Renn, 2004; Torres & Hernandez, 
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2007) where students felt mistreated or unaccepted due to racism (Pizzolato et al., 
2012). Specifically, as it relates to ethnic identity development, participants talked 
about not feeling [insert any ethnic identity] enough in their ethnic identity and non-
personal reflections that caused participants to identify what it meant to be a part of 
their ethnic group (Pizzolato et al., 2012). In addition, relational dissonance arose as 
participants struggled to balance person, relational, and cultural consequences of 
meaning making (Pizzolato et al., 2012). For instance, participants talked about the 
influence of familial and cultural community standards in their meaning making, along 
with thinking about their personal interests, talents, and ideas (Pizzolato et al., 2012).  
 Next, a study conducted at a HSI with 14 undergraduate students (12 who 
identified as Hispanic) who participated in a federally funded TRiO program for first 
generation, low income students and students with disabilities. Participants described a 
“commitment to using their internal voices as a guide the complexities they 
encountered as first-generation students,” which suggested that first generation college 
students may achieve self-authorship earlier in life than those who are not first-
generation (Carpenter & Peña, 2017, p. 6). In addition, scholars identified three 
catalysts that promoted self-authorship development among the participants. These 
catalysts were (a) overcoming difficulty experiences, (b) epistemological dissonance 
and reconstruction of meaning, and (c) role modeling (Carpenter & Peña, 2017). The 
first two themes occurred before college in their relationships with family and other 
influential people in their lives, while role modeling did not occur until college where 
they established relationships and support networks (Carpenter & Peña, 2017). Each of 
the findings in this study indicated that first-generation students have the capacity to 
self-author during their undergraduate careers (Carpenter & Peña, 2017). 
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 Fourth, scholars conducted research on student affairs master’s level students 
and their meaning making of professional socialization and its effect on self-
authorship (Perez, 2017). In the study, 21 participants were identified with 16 
identifying as women, eight identifying as people of Color, and nine identifying as 
first-generation college students. The participants experienced gains, stasis, and 
regression in their developmental capacity for self-authorship (Perez, 2017). The 
findings were consistent with previous research in that the individual’s development 
was dependent on the individual’s educational experience and environmental demands 
(Barber, King, & Baxter Magolda, 2013; Pizzolato, 2004). More importantly, the 
participants’ self-authorship development was “influenced by the intensity of 
cognitive dissonance they experienced and the amount of support they received across 
contexts throughout their graduate training” (Perez, 2017, p. 848). A majority of 
participants who made developmental gains in self-authorship were highly supported 
through the challenges they experienced in their programs. Specifically, these 
participants felt validated in their capacity to know by authority figures (e.g., 
supervisors, faculty) (Baxter Magolda, 2004b) and were encouraged to voice their 
truths. In addition, participants who experienced gains increased their capacity to 
practice self-authorship daily, which also strengthened their confidence in being a 
competent professional and good fit for the field of student affairs (Perez, 2017). 
Although, not all the participants in the inquiry were students of Color, the 
transferability on information on the importance of support from faculty and staff for 
graduate students and their self-authorship development related to the findings from 
the inquiries above and the impact the environment can have on an individual's 
success and growth.  
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 All studies demonstrated how interpersonal dynamics influence the self-
authorship process. Particularly, the interpersonal dimension impacts how students are 
socialized in their development of meaning making, which led students to consider 
how they legitimatized criteria in answering, Who am I (Pizzolato et al., 2012)? 
Research on Brown graduate students and their interpersonal experiences in ethnic 
identity development and ethnic group membership as it relates to self-authorship can 
advance current research and further assessment of self-authorship in college. 
Chapter Summary 
 Throughout this chapter, I shared a review of the literature to provide 
foundational information and research around Brown student experience in higher 
education, ethnic identity development, and self-authorship development. First, Brown 
student experiences in higher education were discussed from enrollment and 
attainment rates with a specific focus on the cycle of socialization and its influence on 
students’ experiences in higher education. Specifically, graduate student socialization 
was discussed to explore how graduate students construct meaning about who they are 
and how their identities influence their success in their program. Scholars found that 
emotional, social, and cognitive experiences are more critical than academic abilities 
in student success (Lovitts, 2001). Yet, research on graduate student experiences 
beyond an academic lens was limited. There is a significant need to explore graduate 
student experiences in ethnic identity and self-authorship development. 
 Next, geographic location, generational, first-generation student, and social 
class identity was highlighted as additional intersections to explore when considering 
Brown student success in higher education. Policy and program supports are discussed 
to demonstrate how initiatives can support identity formation and retention of Brown 
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students in higher education. Specifically, HSIs were highlighted as institutions where 
academic, financial, and personal support is increased for Brown students. Finally, 
Brown student contributions were shared with specific concentration on student 
activism in the Chicana/o Movement, Latino Greek Organizations, and recent resistant 
movements for DREAMers or students who identify as undocumented and other 
marginalized groups. 
 Third, ethnic identity was discussed to highlight the importance of 
understanding ethnic identity in providing support to Brown students and their identity 
and self-authorship development. I explored ethnic identity at a macro level and then 
from a college level with a specific concentration on Brown ethnic identity 
development in college. Three models of Brown ethnic identity development 
(Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001; Keefe & Padilla, 1987; Torres, 1999) were shared. The 
section concluded with research (e.g., Delgado Bernal, 2001; de los Santos, 1998; 
Vera, 1998) on Chicanas and their negotiation of two cultures in school and the 
workplace and the impact it had on their identity. The research documents the need for 
further exploration on how Chicanas interact with White society and culture (Vera & 
de los Santos, 2005).  
 Finally, the chapter concluded with an overview of self-authorship (Baxter 
Magolda, 2001) and its connections to and advancements in foundational student 
development research. Specifically, the epistemological development dimension of 
self-authorship was highlighted to discuss advancements in research where identity 
differences were considered. Limited research exists, yet high-risk (i.e., students of 
Color and/or students from working/lower class backgrounds) tended to enter college 
with self-authored ways of knowing versus their White counterparts who were studied 
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after college and had not reached the phase of internal foundations. Research on self-
authorship and Brown students was shared last in the section to share recent 
developments in self-authorship. The most critical development centers on how 
interpersonal experiences in ethnic identity development and ethnic group membership 
influence self-authorship for students of Color (Pizzolato et al., 2012). This finding 
exemplified the need to explore further the intersection of ethnic identity and self-











PARADIGMATIC FRAME AND METHODOLOGY 
The following chapter describes the methodology of the inquiry. First, I 
introduce the research paradigms of the study, critical/cultural and constructivist, and 
their axiological, ontological, and epistemological tenants that guide this study. 
Specifically, a racial/ethnic/border/liminal and postcolonial (REBLP) lens guides the 
critical/cultural paradigm from a blend of intersectionality and Mestiza consciousness 
theory. Next, I introduce the methodology for the inquiry, testimonio, and collage 
inquiry and share its alignment with critical inquiry and use in Chicana feminist 
research. Third, I share data collection methods, which include interviews, focus 
groups, guided reflections in the form of journaling and reflective collaging, both 
individually and collaboratively. Finally, the analysis procedures and criteria for rigor 
used in the study are introduced. 
Constructivist and Critical/Cultural Paradigm 
Researchers use paradigms, a set of beliefs, perspectives, worldviews, or 
philosophies, to inform their research design and process (Guido-DiBrito, Chávez, & 
Lincoln, 2010). For purposes of this inquiry, I blended the constructivist and 
critical/cultural paradigms to demonstrate how research can inform social change and 
validate multiple truths that are emergent and contextually true for Brown graduate 
student women (Patton et al., 2016). Specifically, the use of the constructivist 
paradigm is “common in contemporary research on college student experiences, 
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attitudes, and development” (Patton et al., 2016, p. 24) and informs the model of self-
authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2001), which is directly connected to the inquiry. Also, 
the combination of both critical and cultural paradigms is an emergent and widely 
used paradigm in student development research as it uplifts minoritized groups, 
acknowledges intersections of multiple critical/cultural perspectives, and prioritizes 
ethical considerations in the research (Patton et al., 2016). The use of the 
critical/cultural paradigm provided a deconstructed sociological/critical and 
anthropological/cultural lens to view ethnic identity development and self-authorship 
in this study. In the section below, each of the paradigms and their axiological, 
ontological, and epistemological tenants and their relation to the research are shared. 
Constructivism 
Constructivism is an inquiry and practice that acknowledges “multiple realities 
exist, differing in context, and knowledge is co-constructed between the researcher 
and researched” (Abes, 2009, p. 14). Derived from the philosophical framework of 
hermeneutics, a study of interpretive meaning or understanding (Rossman & Rallis, 
2003), constructivism aims “to make sense of human experience and to understand 
and derive shared meaning within a particular context” (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, p. 
15). Knowledge within the constructivist paradigm is “emergent, contextual, personal, 
socially constructed, and interactive” (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, p. 15), which creates 
a unique co-constructive relationship between researcher and participants. 
Specifically, the subjective interaction between the researcher and participants 
enhances dialogue (Jones & Abes, 2011), creates rich research data and findings, and 
provides “more effective, mutually constructed” practice recommendations for student 
affairs practitioners (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, p. 15). The idea of finding “capital T” 
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truth or single truth is not the goal of constructivism, rather it is central for 
constructivist researchers to acknowledge there are multiple, “small t” truths that 
emerge differently for individuals based on their identities, lived experiences, and 
contextual needs. 
This study focused on the recognition of multiple truths and identity 
intersections to validate each individual’s identity as Brown women in graduate 
school. In addition, the study provided an opportunity for the re-discovery of 
oppressive structures that work against Brown women in higher education, their self-
authorship, and ability to negotiate and remain authentic in their ethnic identity. 
Research alongside this group can advance the potential for social and systemic 
change in higher education and provide awareness and a deeper analysis of the 
ongoing, oppressive challenges for Brown women in graduate school. For instance, 
the experiences shared in this research highlighted the various intersectional identities 
of race, ethnicity, social class, generational, geographical, and gender identity that 
Brown graduate student women hold. The following sections discuss in detail the 
axiology, ontology, and epistemology of the constructivist paradigm and its relation to 
the research design. 
Axiology, an incorporation and consideration of values and ethics, is important 
in research planning and implementation (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Criteria such as 
trustworthiness and authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) provide credibility to 
constructivist research and those in opposition of non-traditional inquiry (i.e., 
positivism or post-positivist) (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010). Onstructivists attempt to 
adhere to five tenets of authenticity: balance and fairness, or participant equity; 
ontological authenticity, otherwise known as member-checking; educative 
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authenticity, educating others on the multiple realities constructed in the research; 
catalytic authenticity, the empowerment of stakeholder action; and tactical 
authenticity, informing participants on how to create change within themselves and 
their own communities (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Reflexivity (i.e., researcher stance), 
rapport (i.e., trust), and reciprocity (i.e., exchange of knowledge) also have emerged as 
ethical criteria in constructivism (Lincoln & Cannella, 2009). Each of these criterion 
are expanded upon in the criteria for rigor section of this chapter 
 Based on socially constructed realities, ontology answers the question, what is 
real? Constructivist interpretation, therefore, is not found or discovered, but rather 
constructed or made (Schwandt, 2000). Small t or multiple truths are claimed in 
constructivist research, meaning findings fit specific contexts and time boundaries 
(Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010). The use of multiple truths or voices adds depth to 
research and can influence researchers’ and participants’ views of the world or 
phenomenon. In this study, the co-construction and meaning making of Brown 
graduate student women in their ethnic identity development and self-authorship 
guided how knowledge is created and validated as truth.  
 Epistemology describes the relationship between the researcher and 
participants and the nature of knowledge in a paradigm (Mertens, 2009). 
Constructivists frame their research through personal and interactive data collection 
(Mertens, 2010). Objectivity in the constructivist paradigm cannot exist (Alkove & 
McCarty, 1992); therefore, it is replaced by confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). 
Confirmability is defined as “the assumption that data, interpretations and outcomes 
are rooted in the contexts and persons apart from the researchers” (Mertens, 2010, p. 
19). Constructivists, as a result, must acknowledge and understand their own values 
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and beliefs, as well as those of their participants, when constructing findings and 
multiple truths (Alkove & McCarty, 1992). In Chapter I, I described my researcher 
perspective and shared how my own values and beliefs influenced the aspects relevant 
in this study 
Critical/Cultural Paradigm 
The blended paradigm of critical/ cultural characteristics is an emerging trend 
in student affairs research and practice. Racial and ethnic epistemologies, border, 
postcolonial, and liminal approaches (Sandoval, 2000; West, 2001) and other race 
paradigms (Ladson-Billings, 2000); queer theory and gender studies (Gamson, 2000); 
and feminist theories and perspectives (Mohanty, 2003)” (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, 
p. 11) are identified as some of the critical/cultural paradigms. The purpose of a 
blended paradigm is to deconstruct and transform social institutions and practices by 
providing power and voice to multiple perspectives, realities, and unmet needs 
(Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010). Social action also plays an important role in blended 
paradigms to expose exclusionary injustices and practices and serve as a catalyst to 
elevate voices and lived experiences of marginalized people and communities and 
dismantle oppression (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010). For purposes of this inquiry, the 
REBLP paradigm was used to answer how Brown women in graduate school make 
meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship in their lives, while navigating 
between Brown and White socialization. The REBLP paradigm is used in scholarship 
to elevate the, 
experiential differences between Whites and African Americans, Anglos and 
Hispanic/Spanish-speaking peoples, European Americans and American 
Indian/Indigenous People who still experience the aftereffects of the colonial 




Specifically, the paradigm focuses on those who live at the borders and margins and 
do not benefit from United States socialization patterns and rules.  
Axiology. In the critical/cultural paradigm, ethical considerations are 
prioritized to acknowledge differential statuses, identities, and experiences between 
researchers and participants. Specifically, the advocacy for the rights of others and 
increased use of social justice practices (e.g., participatory action research) strengthen 
the decisions made by critical/ cultural researchers (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010). 
Various professional organizations, government and donor agencies, and indigenous 
communities also provide guiding ethical principles that uphold REBLP axiological 
tenants. As it relates to Brown women and their indigenous heritage and identity, the 
Maori people provided considerations to use when working with underrepresented, 
ethnic populations, which include: 
 Respect. Participants should define their own commitments. 
 Meet people face to face. Taking time to build a relationship with 
participants prior to the start of research communicates the value placed 
on the participant’s involvement. 
 Look and listen. Initiating research by looking and listening to the 
participant’s words and behaviors aids in understanding and finding a 
lens to view the person’s story. 
 Sharing, hosting, and generosity. Characteristics central to relationship 
building guide researchers role as learners and inform their 
responsibility to give back to the community. 
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 Caution. Impact can occur from cultural insensitivity and Western ways 
of expression and sharing of knowledge. Share with intentions of 
giving back to the community (Cram, 2001). 
For each of these considerations, there are specific strategies I used to meet the 
axiological guidelines within the critical/cultural paradigm, which are discussed in my 
data collection methods.  
Ontology. The ontological stance in REBLP seeks to uncover reality read 
through the lens of color, race, ethnic identity, language, and other cultural boundaries 
and borders (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010). The REBLP focuses on the recovery of 
untouched experience(s) of European colonization on “indigenous, border, liminal, 
minority, and subaltern” experiences (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, p. 13). Specifically, 
REBLP explores how colonization contributed to cultural loss and resources (e.g., 
language) (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010) and offers an opportunity to talk back to 
Eurocentric approaches, modernism, and Western cultural values through research 
(Grande, 2004; Green, 2007; Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004; Villegas, Rak Neugebauer, & 
Venegas, 2008). Most importantly, REBLP acknowledges and recognizes there are 
“important social, historical, and cultural experiences and perspectives that are non-
Eurocentric” (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, p. 13). For purposes of this study, I blended 
together third-space feminism ideas and theories of borderland and Mestiza 
consciousness (Anzaldúa, 1987), and intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) to 
inform the ontological perspective and testimonios of Chicana graduate students. 
Third-space feminism emerged out of research on third-world feminism in the 
United States to challenge the perspective that all women resonate with upper-middle 
class, White women-identified experiences and values (Sandoval, 2000). Third-space 
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feminism is understood in both location and practice. In practice, third-space feminism 
“reveals a consciousness capable of engaging creative and coalitional forms of 
opposition to the limits of dichotomous (mis)representations” (Licona, 2005, p. 105). 
As a location, it can create a space of shared truths where ambiguity and contradiction 
can emerge into the validation of a new consciousness of both/and (Licona, 2005). 
Through the incorporation and blending of elements such as queer theory, anti-racism, 
and women-of-color consciousness, third-space feminism reveals a new consciousness 
by creating a space where shared understanding and meaning making can occur 
(Sandoval, 2000). Brown women influenced by the ambiguity of intersecting ethnic 
values can use third-space feminism “to uncover other ways of being, and of knowing, 
in order to make meaning of the everyday” (Licona, 2005, p. 106). Third-space 
feminism is a “theoretical and methodological approach in its own right” (Sandoval, 
2000, p. 171), and can “identify affinities and construct coalitions for change” 
(Licona, 2005, p. 112). For instance, scholars (e.g., Pérez, 1999) have offered new 
perspectives and knowledge to expand the borderlands rhetoric through third-space 
practice and projects (e.g., The Decolonial Imaginary: Writing Chicanas into History). 
For example, researchers using borderland ideology can uplift “unspoken and unseen” 
(Pérez, 1999, p. 5) Brown women’s herstories from a colonized perspective of 
marriage and family and exploited workers alongside men in labor movements 
(Mirandé & Enríquez, 1979) to a paradigm where the agency of Brown women is 
acknowledged and valued alongside their male counterparts (Pérez, 1999). By 
condemning colonization and re-discovering Brown women as heroines and 
intellectuals, third-space consciousness empowers and emancipates Chicanas through 
herstory (Pérez, 1999). Next, Mestiza consciousness theory and borderlands ideology 
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and the concept of intersectionality are introduced to aid in further understanding of 
my ontological perspective and thus the perspective of this research. 
Mestiza consciousness.  
Continually I walk out of one culture and into another, because I am in all 
cultures at the same time, alma entre dos mundos, tres, cuatro, me zumba la 
cabeza con lo contradictorto. Estoy norteada por todas las voces que me 
habían simultáneamente. (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 99) 
 
 Mestiza consciousness theory validates multiple and contradictory identities 
(Anzaldúa, 1987) and finds space for “cultural overlap and mixture” (Barvosa, 2008, 
p. 55) to occur and exist. As in the quote above, being a person with multiple 
intersecting, marginalized identities is like being a soul between two, three, or four 
worlds that is uncertain and conflicted by the contradiction(s) of identities and 
experiences. Anzaldúa (1987) described Mestiza consciousness through a concept she 
called the borderlands. The borderlands is a space to co-exist, “slip and slide across 
both sides of a border to a third space, between the authentic and the inauthentic, the 
legitimate and the illegitimate, the pure and impure, and the proper and improper” 
(Licona, 2005, p. 106). 
The borderlands ideology also incorporates the understanding and resistance of 
cultural appropriation, the adaptation of cultural elements by members of another 
culture. From a lens of cultural dominance, “the use of elements of a dominant culture 
by members of a subordinate culture in a context in which the dominant culture has 
been imposed onto the subordinated culture including acts that enact resistance” 
(Rogers, 2006, p. 477). For example, a Brown woman living at the border between 
Brown and White socialization may engage with cultural appropriation as a way to 
enact resistance (Rogers, 2006) and ensure safety and survival in a White dominant 
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United States society (Harro, 2000). In addition, the idea of cultural appropriation 
invites Brown women to choose their own interpretations of their experiences, how 
their identities and socialized realities co-exist, and become heroines of their own 
individualized Brownness (Moraga, 1993). The choice of an ethnic identifier (i.e., 
Chicana) can provide space for confidence and pride to emerge as a new 
consciousness is created. Anzaldúa (2000) described her new consciousness as a way 
to find language for my ideas and concepts that comes from the indigenous 
part of myself rather than from the European part . . . [and so I produce] this 
little nugget of knowledge [that] is both indigenous and western. It’s hybridity, 
a mixture, because I live in this liminal state between worlds, between realities 
between systems of knowledge, between symbology systems. (pp. 267–268) 
 
 Scholars who use Mestiza consciousness theory (Anzaldúa, 1987) have 
uncovered how Western and indigenous socialization patterns combine to influence 
Brown women’s cultural identity experiences in both college and professional spaces 
(Delgado Bernal, 2001; de los Santos, 1998). Mestiza consciousness creates space in 
my analysis as a researcher to engage with the duality of “belonging and not 
belonging” (Elenes, 1997, p. 363) and how Chicanas negotiate living in the 
borderlands of Brown and White socialization while navigating a higher education 
environment and experience. The borderlands ideology also allows my analysis to be 
“neither wholly of one side or the other . . . not either/or but instead both/and” 
(Licona, 2005, p. 105). In addition, Mestiza consciousness supports the intersection of 
ethnic identity and self-authorship by focusing on the internal identity construction 
that is separate from external influences (Baxter Magolda, 1999). Similar to the idea of 
self-actualization in self-authorship, Mestiza consciousness creates space for Brown 
women to feel validated in their internal identity and understanding of how to work 
against external pressures to create agency for themselves and other women of Color.  
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Intersectionality. With its underpinnings in critical legal studies (Crenshaw, 
Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995), intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) emerged 
through an analysis of how race and gender identities and experiences intersected in 
antidiscrimination legal cases. Specifically, it criticized courts for forcing Black 
women and non-English speaking immigrant women of Color plaintiffs to choose race 
or gender as a reason why discrimination occurred (Anders & DeVita, 2014). “The 
intersectional experience [however] is greater than the sum of racism and sexism” 
(Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140), and it was argued that any analysis that did not consider 
intersectionality could not sufficiently address how Black women experience 
subordination. While the courts did not acknowledge intersectionality and its 
importance in individuals’ lives with multiple, marginalized identities, scholars 
acknowledge the truth in its framework and ability to capture the idea that the 
experience of racism and sexism is not separate or cumulative for women of Color.  
Acknowledging that “women of Color do not experience racism in the same 
ways that Men of Color do, nor do they experience sexism in the ways White women 
do” (Anders & DeVita, 2014, p. 37), intersectionality emerged in critical race theory 
(hooks, 1989), critical race feminism (Delgado, 1989), and Black feminist scholarship 
(Collins, 1991; hooks, 1981; Lorde, 1984) to illuminate the marginalization 
experienced by women of Color through an examination of multiple intertwining 
social and cultural identities (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, and social class). 
Specifically, scholars highlighted that women of Color should not have to choose 
between one’s identity as a woman and as a person of Color in personal and political 
situations (Collins, 1991). For example, the use of phrasing such as “women and 
minorities” (Linder & Rodriguez, 2012, p. 385) create a “librarian’s dilemma,” in 
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having to make the decision to place a Black women’s history book in a Black or 
women’s history section (Purdie-Vaughns & Eiback, 2008, p. 383). This dilemma 
further advances the invisibility of women of Color by placing value on one identity 
but not the other, which then dismisses the experience of being a woman and a person 
of Color. Understanding intersectionality, therefore, validates and creates visibility of 
individual, women of Color and Brown women experiences beyond mainstream 
culture.  
 Scholars acknowledge identity intersectionality is complex and that it does not 
foreground individual identity experiences and stories (Collins, 2009). Rather, 
intersectionality highlights how individuals—as members of multiple groups—
experience fluidity among their competing marginalized and dominant identities, even 
in movements where social justice and institutional change are present (Dill, 
McLaughlin, & Nieves, 2007). It is a macro level analysis that connects individual 
experiences to social group membership during a specific social and historical period, 
and larger, interlocking system that advantages and provides access (Wijeyesinghe & 
Jones, 2014). Compared to simultaneity, intersectionality,   
attends to the ways in which race, gender, class, sexuality, and nation are not 
just about a personal and individual identity, but about the social and 
institutional processes that determine opportunities, which also produce and 
reproduce racial, gender, class, and other social differences. (Holvino, 2012, p. 
172)  
 
An intersectional perspective also creates a foundation for understanding how 
power and privilege dynamics influence the fluidity of intersectionality and which 
identity becomes most salient for an individual in the context of the experience (Torres 
et al., 2009). Through use of critical theory, intersectionality creates agency for an 
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individual as one decides the meaning and saliency of intersecting identities within 
multiple social locations and systems. 
 In exploring the identity intersectionality of women of Color, scholars (i.e., 
Dill & Zambrana, 2009) suggested the following practices in research:  
 Center the experiences and systemic challenges of people of Color and 
other marginalized groups at the beginning of the study; 
 Explore the complexities of individual and group identity(s) to 
recognize how difference within dominant and marginalized groups are 
ignored;  
 Acknowledge how power dynamics are created to perpetuate inequality 
and oppression; and 
 Promote social justice and change by connecting research and practice 
to create a holistic approach in both social and higher education 
institutions. 
Intersectionality theory assists in the exploration of ethnic identity and self-authorship 
experiences by recognizing the marginalization Brown women experience based on 
their ethnicity, gender, social class, and so forth, while also acknowledging that their 
other identities may reflect dominant or subordinate realities (i.e., generational 
identity, graduate student identity). Intersectionality theory also aligns with the 
constructivist and critical/cultural paradigm as it highlights the importance of 
emergence in research, particularly around identity development and its validation of 
multiple identities and realities (Dill et al., 2007). Brown women can benefit from 
scholarship that includes both intersectionality and Mestiza consciousness theory as 
they are “pulled between opposing realities . . . of White ways, and Mexican ways, 
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between Chicano nationalists, and conservative Hispanics” in their ethnic identity, and 
“[not] know[ing] whether to assimilate, separate, or isolate” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 548) 
from the external dominant voice in their self-authorship. 
Epistemology. In REBLP research, the nature of knowledge is subjective or 
influenced by personal feelings, perspectives, and realities and transactional between 
the researcher and participant(s). The relationship between the researcher and 
participant(s), therefore, informs how participant realities emerge. The self-awareness 
of cultural and social identity or researcher reflexivity in the researcher and participant 
relationship can support how participants make meaning of their experiences, inform 
action in their communities, and build trust with the researcher. Researchers also build 
trust and understanding of culture throughout the development of the research 
purpose, design, implementation, and utilization. The researcher and participant 
relationship in this study explored multiple ways of interaction, collaboration, and 
empowerment through activities that included both the researcher and participants in 
the meaning making and knowledge creation process (e.g., interviews, focus groups, 
and guided reflection). 
The axiological, ontological, and epistemological assumptions of the 
constructivist and critical/cultural paradigm supported the design of this study. 
Exploring Brown women’s ethnic identity development and self-authorship in 
graduate school contributed to the understanding of power dynamics and systems that 
perpetuate dominant realities and oppression and ignited new ways to support Brown 
women and other underrepresented groups in graduate school. Through each 
paradigm’s ethical standards, multiple truth recognition, and interactive and 
empowering relationships, this research advanced social action and change in higher 
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education policy and practice and shed understanding on today’s Brown woman in 
graduate school. 
Methodology 
Methodology is a strategy that describes the procedures for collecting 
information in a research design (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). In critical/cultural, 
constructivist research, it is important to include a qualitative methodology to establish 
dialogue among the researcher and participants and/or community (Guido-DiBrito et 
al., 2010). There is not a specific set of methods or practices constructivist researchers 
must follow, rather they are encouraged to center their methodological choices in 
emergent philosophies that support social construction of truth(s) (Rossman & Rallis, 
2003). For purposes of this design, I chose testimonio (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 
2012) and collage inquiry (Sturgess, 1983) to uncover the phenomenon of how Brown 
women in graduate school make meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship 
and remain authentic to their ethnic self. Data collection strategies (i.e., interviews, 
focus group conversations, guided reflections, collage) reflected compatibility with 
culturally diverse groups and allowed for dialogue to emerge in multiple ways that 
address social justice issues (Mertens, 2009). Crystallization informed the data 
analysis of this study based on the space it provided for creative expression analysis 
beyond a three-sided approach (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). Finally, authenticity 
criteria were used to illustrate the rigor of the study. 
Testimonio 
 Testimonio is used as both a methodology and tool to share narratives and 
legacies of liberation for people of Color in the United States (Reyes & Curry 
Rodriguez, 2012). Most often used in areas of critical-race theory, Chicana/o studies, 
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and other critical studies programs, testimonio is “a first-person oral or written 
account, drawing, on experiential, self-conscious, narrative practice to articulate an 
urgent voicing of something to which one bears witness” (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 
2012, p. 525). Differing from in-depth interviewing, testimonio is an intentional and 
political reflection centered on bringing awareness to an injustice, perspective, or 
urgent call for action. Comparable to a memoir, testimonios are speeches, newsletter 
columns, corridos (Spanish songs written like stories), spoken word, or other shorter 
forms of writing. Unlike memoirs, testimonios are often not found in dominant, 
Western search systems and go unidentified. 
 Historically, testimonio emerged as a literary style in the 1970s to share 
experiences of liberation and resistance to imperialism and promote solidarity for 
people of Color in the Third World (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012). Black and 
Chicana feminist scholars classified testimonio as an “emerging power” that 
highlighted oppression and the importance of knowledge in uplifting oppressed people 
(Collins, 1991, p. 221). Thus, testimonio is a way for an individual experiencing or 
witnessing an event to seek affirmation and empowerment, while also calling out and 
naming oppressive systems as genocide, racism, classism, xenophobia, or any other 
type of institutionalized marginalization.   
 In Chicana/o educational research, testimonio is greatly influenced by Freire’s 
(1993) liberationist pedagogy of concientization, the process of developing an 
awareness of social reality through critical reflection and action. Specifically, Freire’s 
pedagogy acknowledges writing as a form of liberation that empowers the speaker to 
transform their oral stories into written revolutions and spaces of resistance (Reyes & 
Curry Rodriguez, 2012). Testimonio, therefore, is not only liberating through the 
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process of telling, but also political in the awareness and knowledge it creates for 
listeners and readers alike (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012).  
 Anzaldúa (1990) described testimonio as an act of removing a mask previously 
used as a strategy for survival. Thus, testimonio is an active journey intended to “lead 
the speaker or writer to a space where they feel like an empowered survivor” (Reyes & 
Curry Rodriguez, 2012, p. 527). Through that journey, memory and reconstructive 
epistemology may be altered (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012). Often aided by 
natural instincts of human survival, an individual may alter one’s memory and/or truth 
to protect and regain control of the impact experienced in the event. Thus, engaging in 
testimonio can be a space of both empowerment and harm as an individual re-lives the 
experience through reflection and oral sharing. A survivor may also reconstruct their 
testimonio as a “merciful vignette” (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012, p. 527) as a way 
to experience redemption and reclamation of their social reality. The act of 
reconstructing an experience is also a pedagogical strategy in educational research that 
supports concientization (Freire, 1993). 
Collage 
Collage, a genre of art inquiry derived from French culture where “natural, 
produced, or ‘found’ materials” are cut and pasted on a flat surface, acts as a visual 
representation of a theme or review of a question and/or topic in qualitative research” 
(Butler-Kisber, 2007, p. 267). Supported by feminist and art-based scholars (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2000; Eisner, 1991), collage pushes the boundaries of knowledge 
construction, removes power associations, and provides a multi-vocal, non-linear way 
for meaning to occur from a creator’s and a reader and/or viewer’s understanding of a 
representation (Butler-Kisber, 2007). Because of its non-threatening and accessible 
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artistic characteristic (Sturgess, 1983), collage provides a unique opportunity for 
reflection and memoing. Memoing, a writing exercise used in qualitative research to 
reflect and deepen the analysis of a study (Weitzman, 2000), works well for this 
inquiry as it allows participants to engage in intentional reflection through their 
artifacts as they are collecting, sharing, and developing connections represented in 
their collages. Specifically, memoing or testimonials coupled with collage represents a 
form of third-space consciousness as it provides space for non-colonized ways of 
knowledge to emerge through artifacts and written stories. By using collage inquiry, a 
greater level of expression, examination, and clarification can occur through its non-
linear and unconscious practice in the selection and arrangement of visual 
representations (Williams, 2000). Whether at an individual or collaborative level, the 
access and ambiguity of the collaging process promotes symbolic and often 
unintentional interpretations, which can advance the meaning behind the creator’s 
intentions. 
Meaning making occurs in visual material in three ways: (a) the understanding 
of social and construction contexts of the image, (b) the image itself and its 
compositionality, and (c) how it is viewed from the audience (Rose, 2016). Each way 
of meaning making also supports the ethical standards in visual research by urging 
distinction between the meaning assigned to visual material by those who create or 
present it, and those who view it as an audience or researcher (Warren, 2002). 
Furthermore, cooperation between the researcher and participants is required as the 
visual material may offer both data for analysis, and produce data, in the meaning 
making process (Warren, 2002). For collage, discussion on ethical standards is limited 
and focuses on visual appropriation and copyright rules. Specifically, the rules range 
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from no acknowledgment, to fair use, to use in educational contexts only, or to use 
with acknowledgment (Rolan, 1996). It is important to consider ethical standards of 
collage production because existing artistic interpretations and knowledge may 
influence the participant(s) meaning of the artifact in their collages. Acknowledging 
the connection to existing scholarship strengthens participants’ meaning making and 
advances the knowledge of the artistic expression. As collage inquiry continues to 
develop within qualitative research, guidelines about the ethical implications of using 
found images would advance trustworthiness of the methodology (Butler-Kisber, 
2007).  
Participants and Setting 
 Purposeful sampling guided participant pool selection with the desire to obtain 
information-rich findings (Patton, 2002) and create transferability, the ability to make 
research judgments based on commonalities and differences in other research 
situations and contexts in their findings (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). After Institutional 
Review Board approval (see Appendix A), participants were solicited and identified as 
Brown women in master’s level graduate programs in the areas of education and 
behavioral sciences. In addition, participants identified as someone who has lived a 
majority of their life in the United States. I chose Brown women in a master’s level 
graduate program based on my own personal identity as a Brown woman and the 
influence that shared social identities play in the research process. My selection of 
master’s level graduate students was intentional to build connections to and/or 
acknowledge differences in past scholarship (e.g., Torres & Hernandez, 2007) in both 
areas of ethnic identity and self-authorship. The criterion of identifying as living in the 
United States for a majority of participants’ lives was important because it increased 
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the participants likelihood of identifying with experiences of both White and Brown 
socialization. Finally, identities that emerged during the inquiry that all participants 
shared were identifying as first-generation college and graduate students, working 
class, and members of Latina Greek Organization in their undergraduate careers. 
 The setting for this study was a mid-sized higher education community in the 
Southwestern United States Gatekeepers with whom I had an established relationship 
with at the institution (e.g., cultural and resource center directors) served as the 
primary source for participant selection. The main form of contact for this inquiry’s 
participation selection was e-mail. Five participants were selected for the inquiry. 
After participant selection was completed data collection started.  
Data Collection Methods 
Data collection looks differently depending on the paradigm informing the 
research. In a critical/cultural, constructivist paradigm, “researchers strive for a full 
range of findings, knowing that there will be outliers as well as more common 
responses and occurrences” (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, p. 16). The research 
techniques evolve as the researcher and participants make data collection method 
decisions together in an effort to understand the diverse perspectives, experiences, and 
needs of the group (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010). Data collection methods used most 
often in critical/cultural, constructivist research are interviews, focus groups, 
journaling, observation, review of artifacts, and artistic and creative expressions 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003).   
As shared in the axiological section of this study, I used the Maori principles, 
an indigenous perspective, to support the ethical considerations in this inquiry 
(Mertens, 2009). When considering respect, I provided participants with decision-
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making power, autonomy, and individual choice in how, when, and where they wanted 
to share their stories with me. Displaying a commitment to value of the researcher and 
participant relationship, respect for the individual’s rights as a person, and 
understanding of the power dynamics that exist in the research process informed this 
study. Specifically, consent for participation in the research was defined and 
understood by both the participants and me (see Appendix B), which allowed me as 
the researcher to create an individualized agreement for each participant within the 
constraints of the research. 
 When engaging in conversation with participants it was critical for me that 
interactions occurred in person as much as possible and an equitable exchange of ideas 
happened where I modeled risk and vulnerability in sharing my experiences with the 
participants. It was equally important that I validated and honored the experiences 
shared through multiple communication pathways of voice, emotion, and body. 
Mindfulness of multiple forms of expression and engagement with each in data 
collection and observations supported this ethical consideration. One way I facilitated 
this with participants was by encouraging them to do written reflections that center on 
the emotional and embodiment parts of the research process. 
 The ethical value of giving back knowledge and support to Brown women, 
their community, and the higher education system held me as the researcher 
accountable to my role and responsibility of the beneficence of the research and my 
relationships with participants. Participants’ consent and involvement in how the 
outcomes of the research were presented to their community was also critical in this 
inquiry. Specifically, the intersection of testimonio and collage inquiry in this research 
allowed participants to create their own expressions and understandings of their stories 
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to share with their community from individual, collaborative, and artistic levels (which 
can extend beyond Western thought and advance the breakdown of systemic 
oppression amongst Brown women in higher education).  
 Culturally responsive relational reflexive researcher ethics (Lahman et al., 
2011) also guided the structure to create a space that was both brave and inviting of 
open dialogue. Specifically, these practices guided me to operate from an asset-based 
perspective where all participant stories were seen as truth. I also took responsibility 
for creating a space for authentic sharing and was aware of participants various social 
identities and acknowledged them throughout the research process. In addition, I was 
aware and checked my own researcher perspective and its impact on the research 
through continuous reflection and dialogue with others about their own perspective 
and its connection or not with that of participants. Finally, I used the participant stories 
to further their ability to co-construct knowledge in the study (Lahman et al., 2011; 
Villegas & Lucas, 2002). As an individual and researcher, I embodied each of the 
culturally responsive relational reflexive researcher ethics in my personal and 
academic foundations and values. Although a power difference existed between the 
participants and me, our previous relationship status (as either colleagues or in a 
mentor/mentee capacity) and trust supported implementation of these practices and my 
skill as a researcher.  
When participants and researcher share social identities and are in a 
comfortable setting, scholars found that data collection is most effective particularly in 
focus group conversations(Breen, 2006; Rodriguez, Schwartz, Lahman, & Geist, 
2011). In that aspect, my shared identity as a Brown woman (i.e., Chicana) 
complimented my implementation of culturally responsive relational reflexive 
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researcher ethics. In addition, my identity as a staff member at an institution of higher 
education may have impacted the implementation of culturally responsive practices. 
At the start of the research, I acknowledged this intersection and was transparent with 
participants about the multiple roles I have from both personal and professional spaces 
at the beginning of the research process. Specifically, my duty to report incidents 
related to sexual misconduct, discrimination, and harassment as a staff member may 
have impacted participants’ willingness to share and be open about their experiences. 
Through my own researcher reflexivity and journaling (Marshall & Rossman, 2006) 
and peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), I maintained an awareness and space of 
reflection to work through the power dynamics and how they impacted the stories 
shared and not shared. I also was transparent about my reflections and provided space 
for participants to reenter conversations through their own journaling processes, 
individual and/or group conversations, and/or their collage. Through these strategies 
and my own insider status, the conversation flowed easier because of the intentionality 
I placed in creating a culturally and contextually brave space.  
The next section describes each of the data collection methods identified for 
the inquiry. Methods used included individual testimonios, guided reflection, and 
focus group conversations. For purposes of connecting testimonio methodology with 
data collection methods, the term testimonio replaced and was used interchangeably 
with the term interview. Data collection looks similar in testimonio and interviews, 
and because of the research questions and paradigms used in this inquiry, the term of 
testimonio articulated a clearer idea of what occurred in the data collection process. 




1. Guided reflection 1: Individual collage 
2. Individual testimonio 1 
3. Focus group 1 
4. Guided reflection 2 
5. Focus group 2: Collective collage 
6. Individual testimonio 2 
Guided personal reflection. Data collection began with guided reflection. 
Guided reflection provides an alternate mode of exploration and expression through 
writing and creative expression for participants to reflect on their individual interview 
and focus group conversations and the knowledge shared and constructed in the space 
(Chang, 2008). The first reflection occurred prior to the first testimonio and asked 
participants to create a collage that reflected on the question, What does your ethnic 
identity mean to you? The prompt read: 
Please create a collage representative of what your ethnic identity means to 
you. The collage can be a collection of personal artifacts or found materials 
pasted or taped to a flat surface. Collage examples may include electronic or 
non-electronic cork or poster boards, shadow or memory boxes, photo albums, 
and so forth. 
 
Because the idea of collage was to provide a multi-vocal, non-linear way for 
expression, I anticipated participants having questions on the type of collage to create 
and what specific components to include in it. My response to their inquiry was to 
“create a collage that best fits your personally and can capture the creative expression 
you are comfortable sharing with other participants and me around your Brown 
identity.” By sharing this guideline, participants included artistic expressions that 




The second guided reflection was a journal entry focused on the idea of 
socialization and external influences and validation in ethnic identity and self-
authorship. The prompt was given following the first focus group conversation. 
Prompt questions included questions such as: What did you notice about yourself, 
what were you feeling, and what reflections came up for you as you listened to other 
stories of Brown-ness in the focus group? How does it feel to talk about your Brown-
ness, and the similarities and/or differences you have from others? How does your 
experience as Brown woman in graduate school contribute to your understanding of 
self and how you engage with others around you?; and What else are you reflecting?” 
Individual testimonios. The individual testimonios helped uncover things not 
directly observed such as feelings, thoughts, and intentions (Patton, 2002) through 
personal reflection and storytelling. For purposes of this study, I used an unstructured 
testimonio format to create a space and process where participants feel comfortable 
telling their stories (Ramos, 1989). The unstructured testimonio process (Corbin & 
Morse, 2003) gave participants permission “to tell their story as they see it, feel it, and 
experience it,” and “decide how to begin the story which topics to include or exclude, 
and the amount of detail to provide” (Mertens, 2009, p. 249). Each individual 
testimonio lasted 90 to 120 minutes in an on- or off-campus space identified by 
participants.   
The initial testimonio was an opportunity for the participants to share their 
guided reflection or collage with me. I asked participants to explain their collage and 
how the artifacts chosen for their collage answered the question: What does your 
ethnic identity mean to you? I also shared my own collage and how the artifacts I 
chose answered the guided reflection question following the participants’ collage 
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explanation. The remainder of the testimonio focused on questions about their ethnic 
identity and the influences that promoted the participant’s ethnic identity. Open-ended, 
guiding questions supported the initial testimonio, examples included: (a) How do you 
identify in your Brownness (e.g., racially, ethnically)? (b) What other identities are 
salient for you? (c) Please share your story with me about growing up Brown, (d) Who 
and/or what has influenced your ethnic identity? (e) What experiences have 
contributed to your understanding of your Brownness? (f) Who has provided you 
support in your identity as a Brown person? and (g) What other experiences do you 
want to share with me about your Brown identity that I did not ask about? Participants 
also used their collage to support their responses to the questions.  
 The second testimonio followed the second focus group conversation and 
centered on participants’ self-authorship journey in graduate school as it related to 
their ethnic identity. I first debriefed with participants about their experience in the 
second focus group creating the collaborative collage. Next, I introduced questions on 
their journeys in understanding their ethnic identity and self-authorship. Questions that 
guided my second testimonio focused on the three interconnected dimensions of self-
authorship: How do I know? Who am I? and What relationships do I want with others? 
Examples of questions included: (a) In the focus group, what did you learn about your 
ethnic identity and its meaning to you? and (b) How does your experience as Brown 
woman in graduate school contribute to your understanding of self and how you 
engage with others around you? In addition, the second testimonio was an opportunity 
for participants to reflect on the research experience and process and its impact on 
their ethnic identity and self-authorship. Questions included: What have you learned 
about yourself throughout this experience? How has this experience influenced your 
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Brownness and ability to remain authentic to yourself? The second testimonio lasted 
30 to 45 minutes via phone or at an on-campus space identified by participants.   
Focus group conversation. Data collection included two 120- to 180-minute 
focus groups centered on blending participants’ experiences as Brown women and the 
research process. Similar to individual testimonios, the focus group conversation 
encouraged personal reflection through the interaction among and listening to other 
experiences (Patton, 2002). The purpose of the focus group was not to reach 
consensus, but rather for participants to explore their individual lived experiences 
through the context of others (Patton, 2002). I conducted the first of two focus groups 
immediately following the completion of the first round of individual testimonios. To 
begin conversation, I asked participants to introduce themselves to the other 
participants using their collages. Next, using open-ended questions, I used the 
participants’ experiences and shared collage representations to create questions prior 
to the focus group convening that focused on how experiences, spaces, people, and 
things in their graduate school environment shaped their ethnic identity and self-
authorship development. Questions used to guide the focus group included: (a) Share 
with me about your journey in higher education, (b) How do you feel your ethnic 
identity intersects with your identity as a graduate student? (c) What other identities 
are salient and intersectional for you in your identity as a Brown woman? (d) What 
have you learned about your ethnic identity since being in graduate school? and (e) 
What other experiences in graduate school have influenced your ethnic identity?  
The second focus group occurred after the second guided reflection. I began 
the focus group by sharing initial findings that emerged throughout our conversations 
individually and collaboratively in the previous data collection processes. Next, I 
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asked participants to discuss, How do your experiences being a Brown woman in 
graduate school support your meaning making around your knowledge and truth, your 
relationships with others, and your identities? Once conversation concluded, I asked 
the participants to use collage art to share and create a collaborative representation of 
their experience and reflections around being a Brown woman in graduate school and 
making meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship. The final focus group 
lasted a total of two hours (e.g., 30 minutes for co-constructing findings conversation, 
60 minutes for collaborative collage production, and 30 minutes for the collaborative 
collage debrief). For the collaborative collage activity, a semi-private location on 
campus (e.g., conference room) that included a white board and large conference table 
was used to create the collage. I inquired with participants what materials (e.g., 
markers, glue, tape, glitter, paint, paintbrushes, canvas, pictures, colored paper, ribbon, 
fabric material, etc.) they wanted me to provide prior to the second focus group and 
shared that they could also bring materials (e.g., magazines, quotes, personal items) or 
send me copies of images, quotes, and so forth to print prior to our collage process.   
Testimonios and focus group conversations were digitally recorded and 
transcribed. Throughout the testimonios and focus groups, I confirmed participants’ 
responses through vocal member checking by summarizing what I received from their 
stories to make sure I understood the experience accurately which aided my rapport 
with the participants. In an effort not to minimize experiences that did not resonate 
with the majority of the participants, I also shared parts of my own ethnic identity 
development and the experience of not feeling Brown enough as a Brown person in 
graduate school. Transcription review also supported the inclusion of all voices by 
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allowing participants that did not share as much as other participants to expand upon 
their experiences individually to me. 
Researcher journal. Reflexivity or an understanding of the self and its 
relationship between the research topic and participants is a key part of transformative 
research (Mertens, 2009). Because I identify as a Chicana, and am still uncovering 
what that means for myself, it was valuable for me to keep a researcher journal to 
check not only my “assumptions, repetitions, patterns, themes, dilemmas, and key 
phrases” (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 335), but also to catalog any new thoughts, 
ideas, and areas of growth I experienced in my own identity as a result of the research 
process. Similar to the idea of memoing (Weitzman, 2000) used in collage inquiry, the 
researcher journal aided me in keeping track of ideas and questions I had during the 
research process, while also allowing me to be immersed fully in the data during 
collection and analysis. Finally, I also used peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) as 
a way to process my thoughts and questions written in my researcher journal. 
Specifically, I consulted with current and recently graduated peers about their data 
collection process as doctoral students and how they managed their biases, desires to 
lead conversations in certain directions, and overall data collection method decisions. I 
found peer debriefing helpful to validate my research decisions throughout the 
research process.  
Data Analysis 
Data analysis consisted of an ongoing and open-ended review via a 
critical/cultural and constructive paradigm analysis (Mertens, 2009). Consistent with a 
constructive paradigm where realities are socially constructed and several truths (t) of 
an experience exist (Merriam, 2009), I used crystallization to move the analysis 
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beyond the limitations found in traditional research and expand towards uncovering 
new and old realities (Ellingson, 2009). The sections below describe the process of 
crystallization, strategies to draw upon when engaging in analysis, how to combine 
crystallization with theoretical perspectives, and the research design. 
Crystallization “provides us with a deepened, complex, thoroughly partial, 
understanding of the topic” (Richardson, 1994, p. 522) by bridging multiple genres of 
storytelling such as journaling and/or other mediums (i.e., collage) to make meaning 
of an experience (Ellingson, 2009). Similar to a crystal, crystallization as an analysis 
technique has infinite possibilities (i.e., shapes, angles) to provide a deeper 
understanding of the phenomenon beyond a traditional triangulated approach. For 
example, “what we [you] see when you view a crystal depends on how you view it, 
how we hold it up to the light or not” (Richardson, 1994, p. 552), which validates the 
idea there is always more to know (Richardson, 1994). In addition, the reflexivity 
considerations sought through crystallization can expand the breath of research 
processes and demonstrate research integrity and consciousness (Ellingson, 2009). As 
I incorporated other crystallization techniques into the data analysis, I challenged 
myself to examine critically multiple points of view across a continuum and to include 
both traditional research methods and an interpretive or creative approach (i.e., 
collage) (Ellingson, 2009). I also made it a point to include personal satisfaction in my 
choice to make sound decisions about how to analyze my data. Specifically, I was 
intentional about using my research questions to guide my analysis, so as not to 
expand the analysis process beyond the research questions of this inquiry.  
 Qualitative research analysis is both a process of structure and fluidity 
(Janesick, 2000). Crystallization models this process well by encouraging researchers 
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to “embrace, an organic evolution of their [research] projects” (Ellingson, 2009, p. 73) 
while also training and preparing for opportunities that may arise for the participants 
in the research process. Researchers who use crystallization are recommended to 
explore their goals in the data analysis process through a process called wondering 
(Ellingson, 2009). Wondering involves the researcher exploring questions about the 
research (e.g., how does my data collection and ongoing analysis impact my research? 
what are my research goals? who is my intended audience? what are my own abilities 
and interest? through what genre do I want to express my ideas?) to decide on how to 
engage in the crystallization process. Example questions to guide the wondering 
process are:  
 What cases, events, stories, or details come to mind immediately when 
I think of my data? 
 What have I learned about my data by immersing myself in it? 
 What contradictions, inconsistencies, or exceptions to the rules do I 
notice in my data? 
 How does my identity(s) relate to my work?  
 What have my participants taught me about their worlds? About mine? 
 How is power revealed and concealed in my data? 
 How am I complicit with systems of power in my data and analyses? 
 What truths seem to be missing from the preliminary analyses and 
accounts I have worked on? (Ellingson, 2009, p. 75) 
 
Journaling (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005) and peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985) are also recommended practices to work through the wondering part of 
crystallization. To embrace the idea of wondering, I used the questions, What cases, 
events, stories, or details come to mind immediately when I think of my data? and 
How does my identity(s) relate to my work? to guide my wondering. Because I have a 
shared identity as a Brown woman with the participants, it was important for me to be 
cognizant of my experiences, and not allow them to lead the analysis. In addition, I 
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started my analysis with the participant stories where I witnessed emotional reactions 
from the participants within the individual and collaborative collection processes. 
Journaling and peer debriefing also aided my wondering process, which I shared more 
about previously. 
 There are seven recommended strategies to use in crystallization (Ellingson, 
2009). Each of the strategies supports the researcher’s ability to analyze, represent, 
and format the participant’s stories. First, the researcher should embrace 
crystallization as an opportunity to expand one’s knowledge and skills and go beyond 
one’s comfort zone. Using different mediums to collect data, incorporating critical 
theory, and shifting the “physical layout of the words and voices on the page,” are all 
ways to embrace crystallization (Ellingson, 2009, p. 77). Second, the researcher 
should listen to what the data are saying. If there is a specific moment, story, question, 
or part of the data that speaks to the heart, mind, and spirit, the researcher should pay 
attention to that feeling (Ellingson, 2009). Most often, gut instincts will lead to the 
outlying answers in the research. Next, researchers should engage in their truth and 
only use the formal training they have received in data analysis as a guide. It is 
important to set aside the socialized notions of what data analysis is supposed to look 
like and worry about others’ perception later. If there is something that is inconsistent, 
contradictory, or hypocritical in the data, there are several strategies to promote and 
defend crystallization. Fourth, researchers should consider balance in sharing 
participant stories. When writing participant stories, researchers should try to provide 
space for multiple perspectives such as “group, societal, individual, dyadic, critical, 
appreciate, and so on” (Ellingson, 2009, p. 80). By resisting the desire to be equitable 
in sharing all perspectives, researchers should center on what fits with the goals of the 
117 
 
study. Fifth, researchers should make personal satisfaction an important factor in 
making choices. If there is imbalance with the voices represented, it is important the 
researcher critique and appreciate the choices made in creating the imbalance. Sixth, 
researchers should engage in trial and error or play (Ellingson, 2009). Playfulness can 
strengthen appreciation for identifying and considering options in the research process 
(Sandelowski, 1994) and help the researcher work through “analytic interruptions,” or 
stopping before deep, complex analyses of data is achieved (Lofland, 1970, p. 35). 
Finally, the researcher should consider other parts of his or her life—family, 
community, careers, rituals, or routines—that may support insight both literally and 
symbolically (Ellingson, 2009). The personal aspects the researcher brings to the 
research are intersectional to data analysis and important to engage at all parts of the 
research process. All seven strategies support data analysis and its ability to be 
represented in multiple ways.  
 Using the scholars’ recommendations (Ellingson, 2009), I incorporated the 
seven strategies of crystallization. I was intentional about selecting multiple data 
collection mediums (i.e., collage, testimonios, focus groups, journaling) and critical 
theories (i.e., intersectionality, Mestiza consciousness) to guide my analysis. As I read 
through the transcriptions of the data, I made the decision to read them with audio. It 
was important for me to listen back to the audio to hear the tone and rhythm of the 
phrases used by the participants. This process allowed me to receive the authenticity 
of the participants’ emotions, while also re-living the experience as a researcher and 
noting the physical, emotional, and mental reactions I felt.  
 Next, during the write-up I lead with my heart and responsibility to deliver the 
participants’ stories in a way that felt true to how they presented them to me. As a 
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result, I struggled with negotiating the traditional rules of data analysis and write-up, 
and it was not until I suspended the rules that my data write up truly began. Peer 
debriefing and conversations with my research advisor supported me in validating the 
decisions I made in writing up the data. In addition, “play” was important for me, and 
I engaged in various visual maps of how to make sense of the data. Specifically, I used 
flip chart paper, dry erase boards, and Microsoft Excel to arrange the data and appease 
the visual learner in me. Each visual map advanced my thinking and helped me arrive 
at my final decision of how to write up the data.  
 Finally, the incorporation of life outside of being a researcher was important in 
my analysis and write-up because it guided me in directions I would not have 
otherwise explored. For instance, being a mom of three, my children were present 
throughout the data analysis process and often would visit me in places I chose to 
write and provide me with the emotional “pick me ups” that would encourage me to 
dig deeper and make them proud of their mom.  
 In addition, as a researcher with a strong value of collaboration and 
community-focused transformation, it was important for me to incorporate the 
participants at every point of the research and humanize the research process. For 
instance, because I made the decision to use my Chapter IV to introduce the 
participants’ testimonios, I wanted the participants to co-construct and be in agreement 
with the parts of their story highlighted, specifically because they chose to unmask 
themselves through their collages. Even though they had given me clearance to share 
their collages with no blurred imagining in their consent form, I did not feel okay 
assuming at the conclusion of the research (a year later) that they still wanted to 
expose themselves in that way.  
119 
 
 Lastly, I always envisioned inviting a large amount of people to my 
dissertation defense because of the love and support I received through my program 
and research process. Specifically, I knew I did not want to take the spotlight in my 
defense since the stories I was sharing were not my own to share. As a result, I was 
intentional about inviting participants into my defense and to read aloud their own 
stories. Three out of the five participants attended and read aloud their selected quotes. 
Through each quote I felt and saw attendees in the room feel connected in 
bodymindspirit to the participants so much there was not a dry eye in the room. The 
emotions were so raw, and we all held space for and supported each other as the 
participants read and released their stories into the room. It was such a beautiful and 
collectively important moment for all in attendance (both physically and virtually) to 
celebrate community, love, healing, and resiliency through radical research (R. 
Wright-Mair and C. Lechuga, personal communication, May 2, 2019). Through each 
of these strategies I felt authentic as a researcher and trusted that the process went 
where it needed to go in my analysis and how I represented the data in writing. 
Criteria for Rigor 
 Rigor in research should reflect the research paradigm and its axiological or 
ethical guidelines (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In critical/cultural, constructivist research, 
criteria for rigor are emergent and adaptive depending on the type of inquiry (Guido-
DiBrito et al., 2010). It is necessary the researcher consider ethics that protect both the 
community and the integrity of the experience (Chilisa & Preece, 2005) while also 
employing criteria for quality research and evaluation (Lincoln, 1995). In this 
research, five criteria for authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) were explored, and 
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methods were identified to achieve each criterion. Likewise, I share criteria and 
methods to achieve trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) in this study. 
Authenticity 
 Authenticity criteria best guide the ethical and rigorous principles required in 
critical/cultural, constructivist research. Authenticity seeks to achieve a balance of all 
perspectives, values, and beliefs shared throughout the research process (Lincoln & 
Guba, 2000). Five criteria determine authenticity in qualitative research: fairness, 
ontological authenticity, educational authenticity, catalytic authenticity, and tactical 
authenticity. Fairness refers to the researcher’s management of participant equity 
through balanced and ethical practices in the research process. In this study, 
participants perspectives were analyzed and represented holistically (Guba & Lincoln, 
1989). Specifically, fairness was achieved through transparency in my intentions as a 
researcher and full disclosure of participant expectations in the research consent 
forms.   
 Ontological authenticity refers to the participants’ understanding of social 
systems and their engagement in the research enhances their awareness (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1989). Similarly, educative authenticity looks at how participants understand 
the experiences of others through their participation in the research (Guba & Lincoln, 
1989). In this study, both ontological and educative authenticity were established by 
providing participants with a space to (re-)awaken their understanding and co-
construct knowledge with the researcher around their ethnic identity and self-
authorship development through member checking. Specifically, member checking 
occurred orally during each individual and collective data collection session and 
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through participant’s review of their transcripts and chapter four participant 
introductions which included their collage images. 
 The fourth authenticity criterion is catalytic authenticity, which refers to the 
participant action taken and facilitated throughout the inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 
Catalytic authenticity was demonstrated through in-depth interviews and data 
collection. For this inquiry, I employed three data collection methods (e.g., individual 
testimonios, focus group conversations, guided reflections), which involve storytelling 
and collage art in both individual and collective dynamics. Lastly, tactical authenticity 
criterion informs the empowerment experienced by the participants through the 
research process (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). I established tactical authenticity through 
critical individual and group reflection about the research process and allowed 
participants to re-awaken their experiences in college and graduate school, while 
creating a space to define and own their meaning making of both ethnic identity and 
self-authorship. 
 Reflexivity, rapport, and reciprocity, the even exchange of giving and 
receiving knowledge from the community studied, also have emerged as authenticity 
criteria (Lincoln, 1995). Critical reflection and self-awareness informed my 
understanding of their ability to engage with participants and uncover realities through 
conversation (Lincoln, 1995). By knowing myself at social, cultural, and political 
levels (Cram, 2004) and as an instrument of the research process (Symonette, 2004), I 
was intentional to model vulnerability which was “necessary for personal 
transformation and critical subjectivity” (Mertens, 2009, p. 76) in the research process. 
More so, I acknowledged my knowledge was limited to my own experience and was 
eager to learn from the participants. In addition, in alignment with past scholars, I 
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chose to use voice to allow others to hear thick, rich descriptions of the participants 
lived experiences (Lincoln, 1995) that are traditionally silenced and marginalized in 
the academy (hooks, 1981).  
Trustworthiness 
 More traditional rigor focused on trustworthiness criteria also guided the 
proposed design for this research. Specifically, trustworthiness’ criteria—
dependability, credibility, confirmability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985)—were used to validate research rigor and integrity. I achieved dependability, 
the utilization of appropriate research processes and practices, through use of multiple 
methods such as individual interviews, focus groups, and guided reflections. In 
addition, peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) aided me in achieving dependability 
by allowing a disinterested peer to review the research and uncover researcher biases, 
perspectives or assumptions.  
 Next, I established credibility, the extent that reliable conclusions can be 
derived from the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), through vocal member validation 
during each data collection period (e.g., individual testimonios, focus group 
conversations, guided reflections). In addition, all participants reviewed transcriptions 
and their Chapter IV participant introductions and recommended changes within an 
identified timeline. Third, I reached confirmability, a method used to examine the 
quality of the research conducted (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), through use of multiple 
data analysis techniques informed from crystallization strategies, and separate 
researcher reflexivity journals (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
 Finally, transferability, the ability to make research judgments based on 
commonalities and differences in other research situations and in some cases transfer 
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findings to another context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), was the more challenging 
trustworthiness criteria to achieve. The reason being was because only the reader of 
the research data and findings can determine transferability. Thus, as a researcher, I 
attempted to use thick, rich description (Patton, 2002) to represent the data through 
participant voices and collages in detail. 
Chapter Summary 
 
 In this Chapter, I introduced the paradigmatic lens and methodology for this 
inquiry, the critical/cultural, constructivist paradigm. I also identified axiological, 
ontological, and epistemological tenants of each paradigm that guide the framework 
for this study. In the constructivist paradigm, knowledge is “emergent, contextual, 
personal, socially constructed, and interactive” (Guido-DiBrito et al., 2010, p. 15), 
which created a unique co-constructive relationship between researcher and 
participants. Blending constructivism with the critical/cultural paradigm benefited the 
research questions being explored and the provided an opportunity for (re-)awakening 
experiences around ethnic identity and self-authorship development that was co-
constructed from critical and cultural lenses. Specifically, I chose the REBLP lens, and 
the concept of intersectionality, and Mestiza consciousness theory to explore further 
the research questions from a critical/cultural paradigm.  
 Next, I described the methodology, testimonio, and collage inquiry, chosen for 
the study. Both methodologies aligned with the critical/cultural, constructivism 
paradigm and provided multi-vocal, non-linear ways for meaning making to occur 
through an emergent and critically focused research design. Used as both a 
methodology and tool to share narratives and legacies of liberation for people of Color 
in the United States (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012), testimonio fit well with the 
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purpose of this study and the co-construction that occurred between the researcher and 
participants. Likewise, collage pushed the boundaries of knowledge construction, 
removed power associations, and provided a multi-vocal, non-linear way for meaning 
to occur from a creator’s and a reader and/or viewer’s understanding of a 
representation (Butler-Kisber, 2007), which aligned with the purpose of this inquiry. 
 Third, I described the participants, setting, and data collection methods for the 
study. Participants solicited identified as Brown woman, master’s level graduate 
students across a variety of disciplines. In addition, participants identified as someone 
who lived a majority of their life in the United States, which aided in their 
understanding of negotiating both Brown and White socialization. The setting for this 
study was a mid-sized higher education community in the Southwestern United States.  
 Data collection methods included individual interviews, focus groups, and 
guided reflections. The order of data collection was guided reflection 1, which 
requested participants to create an individual collage that reflected the question, what 
does being Brown mean to you?; individual testimonio 1, which focused on 
participants stories growing up Brown and experiences that have influenced their 
identity; focus group conversation 1, which engaged participants to share stories of 
experiences, spaces, people, and things in their college experience that shaped their 
ethnic identity development and self-authorship; guided reflection 2, which asked 
participants to reflect on their socialization, and external influences and validation in 
ethnic identity and self-authorship; focus group 2, collective collage, which solicited 
participants to reflect on their experience in the research process and its impact on 
their identity as Brown women and self-authorship in graduate school through oral 
testimonios and collaborative collage art; and individual testimonio 2, which 
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encouraged participants to reflect on the research experience and process, and its 
impact on their ethnic identity and self-authorship. 
 Fourth, data analysis procedures were shared, and crystallization was 
introduced as the guide for my analysis process. Crystallization “provide[d] us with a 
deepened, complex, thoroughly partial, understanding of the topic” (Richardson, 1994, 
p. 522) by bridging multiple genres of storytelling such as journaling and/or other 
mediums (i.e., collage) to make meaning of an experience (Ellingson, 2009). In 
addition, crystallization allowed me as the researcher to deepen my understanding 
through its infinite analysis procedures. I closed this section with how I incorporated 
crystallization into my data analysis process. 
 Finally, I described the criteria for rigor employed in this study. I used 
authenticity and trustworthiness criteria as forms of validity. Authenticity criteria 
included reflexivity, catalytic, educative, tactical, and ontological authenticity. 
Transferability, dependability, credibility, and confirmability served as trustworthiness 
criteria. The intentional use of multiple forms of methodologies and data collection 











INTRODUCTION TO THE PARTICIPANTS 
 
 In this chapter, I introduce the five participants of this inquiry and their lived 
experiences and stories. Through both the art of collage and storytelling, the 
participants shared their testimonios authentically and unapologetically about their 
identities as Brown women in graduate school. Specifically, the authentic and 
unapologetic nature of the participants is reflected in their choice to share their 
collages and stories openly and unmasked in the write up of the research. 
 Throughout the research, participants’ ethnic and racial identities were the 
primary identities explored. For purposes of honoring the participants and their lived 
experiences, I used each of their chosen ethnic identifiers when referencing their 
individual experiences and the termionology of Brown when referencing the collective 
group of participants. In addition, it is important to note the participants’ shared 
identities as first-generation college and master’s students, working class, and 
members of Latina Greek organizations in their undergraduate careers. Other salient 
identities for each participant are listed in Table 3.   
Each of the participants had a pre-existing relationship with me in a colleagial, 
mentorship or supervisory capacity. I believe our previous relationship status aided in 
the rawness of the storytelling and emotions (i.e., tears, laughter) shared in both 
individual and collective data collection processes. After the research concluded, 
participants expressed appreciation for the opportunity to share and make meaning of 
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their experiences with ethnic identity and self-authorship. The collages and historias 
that follow provide a glimpse into the lives of the participants growing up Brown, 
which mirrored their introductions with me in their intial testmonio. The experiences 
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Victoria: “I Am From Everywhere and Nowhere” 
 Victoria and her family (mom, dad, two older brothers, and younger sister) 
migrated from Mexico to the United States in 2001 when she was 10 years old. Early 
in her transition to the United States, Victoria struggled with not belonging and feeling 
different in her Mexican identity. As a result, she often would identify herself as 
Mexican American “because she wanted people to acknowledge or at least give 
importance to the fact that [she] had a place here or [she] was okay to be here.” 
Victoria shared, 
I feel when I came here, I felt like I had to say, “I’m Mexican American 
because I live in America.” There has to be a direct connection. And now I say 
I’m Mexican, I don’t live in Mexico, but I’m Mexican. I was raised here and 
then grew up here, but really home is [t]here. People think it’s weird if you call 
the place home that you lived in before you were 5. They’re like, “You don’t 
remember anything.” I’m like, “No, but I feel it. When I’m there, I feel 
something.”  
 
She continued to talk about identifying as someone from the United States and named 
she felt anger that she lived in the United States. She said, 
I think that had a lot to do with anger of not wanting to be in this state, anger of 
the country as a whole. [I] have a lot of anger towards this country, towards 
English, how well I speak it, how long it took me to learn it, how much my 
Mexican kicked in. And then people saying, “You sound like a real Mexican.” 
I’m like, “Okay, you idiot! It’s there all the time, it’s not just [about] what it 
sounds like.”  
 
The lack of belonging to a place lead Victoria to the idea of not having to be in one 
place and refusing to accept others’ assumptions of what she could and should be (see 
Figure 2). In answering the question, where are you from? Victoria said, 
People ask this me all the time and I say, “Everywhere, nowhere.” I’m from 
everywhere and nowhere because oceans are not from one place. Sunrises are 
not from one place. Maybe I saw the sunrise at 5:00 but you saw it at 8:00. I’m 
from where I am in the moment. . . . I think before I needed to say a place to 
have security, and now if I say nowhere and everywhere that gives me even 
more security. I don’t have to be in one place too belong. I can do a whole 
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bunch of different shit. . . . Maybe there’s days that I really belong here and 
those I don’t. . . . I’m from this place because I own it, because I have 










 Victoria's connection to being from everywhere and nowhere drove her 
recognition that her Mexican identity looked different. She commented about how 
there was a spectrum of color in her family with her dad being perceived as White and 
her mom being perceived as Black. Victoria, who also can be perceived as White 
passing, shared a recollection of how her abuelita (grandma) and mom perpetuated the 
idea of anti-Blackness and the need to pass as White. She recalled comments from her 
abuelita about not going out in the sun because she was going to be negrita (Black) or 
telling her not to be on her knees because they would turn Black. In addition, her mom 
would tell her not to braid her hair because she looked india (Indian or Native 
American). Other examples included environmental messaging that reflected 
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Whiteness such as the house decor in her home and how it did not look like other 
Mexican’s homes, which for her made sense as to why she was able to live in the 
limbo of two worlds. She said, 
I look at how my house looked [it was] very White, and other people’s houses 
where very Mexican/people of Color, [there were] frames of Brown people. I 
had angels and White ballerinas everywhere. What was up with that? It was 
always like that. Even when we lived in Mexico. The couches were not floral 
like my tias had. It was the, I don’t know, like some emblem of the patriot 
something and I’m just like, “What the fuck is that?” Even when we lived in 
Mexico, all of our things were from California. And so [it was] this weirdness 
of we live in Mexico, but we have a washer and dryer and most people didn’t 
have a washer and dryer. It’s like the [access] to name brand or things like that, 
that [allowed me to] feel like I can live in the limbo so much because . . . we 
live in Mexico and this is what it looks like and this is how we do it. My 
family has never really been . . . normal. 
 
 The intersectionality of social class in Victoria’s life and examples in her life 
of having White passing things also showed up in expectations around clothing and 
presentation of self in public. She said that her “mom’s family was always putting on a 
show just to go to the grocery store” and that she would respond by saying, “I’m not 
going to a fashion show” and that she did not care how she looked or cared what they 
thought because she liked it. In reflecting why the show was occurring on her mom’s 
side of the family, she linked it to her mom’s lack of cohesiveness in her life growing 
up without a dad and now being a single mom. Victoria reiterated how she had been 
conditioned to “look put together on the outside, so you [didn’t] see all my mess or 
ask questions about what didn’t look right or normal.” She continued by saying, 
Having some sense of Americanness [supposedly] takes away the struggle. It’s 
not hard because you are American or because you have papers or because you 
were born here. . . . I think that’s a big assumption people put on me like, “You 
were born here, and your siblings were too, and this and that.” My little sister 
wasn’t [born here] and my mom wasn’t [born here]. Even though I could have 
all these things, I don’t because I give it to someone else. . . . I’ve been 
conditioned in that way because I have to cover up so much or I do cover up so 
much that it makes it look easy [and] there is no [perceived] struggle. 
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 Victoria also felt the perceived lack of struggle in her identity as “the first.” 
Her firsts included “being the first girl in [her] family to graduate high school and go 
to college . . .  the first girl in [her] family to study abroad . . . first person in [her] 
family to come out to most people in [her] family [see Figure 2].” Being the first 
created pressure for Victoria to make “the first” not “look hard” because there was “no 
room to talk about struggle or how hard it was because it [was] just expected to 
happen.” The expectations of guiding and protecting her family as the “the first” also 
placed her in the role of “the glue or mom” of a large family (see Figure 2) She shared, 
I think I’m often pushed to take on the male roles because I am very strong. I 
have this aura to me or something. People are sometimes shocked by how 
sensitive and gentle I can be. And because people find comfort in strength, I 
feel they push me to be the man. . . . When there’s difficult situations, people 
put me in that role. Go tell the bad news or go be the first one that people 
encounter. 
 
The language of “male” role that Victoria used also connects to her experience of 
growing up without her dad. At an early age, Victoria “[spoke] up for the things that 
[she] shouldn’t have [had] to and [experienced] things that [she] should not have to.” 
Her dad was an alcoholic (see Figure 2) and made choices that endangered her family. 
The experiences Victoria shared with me as tears ran down her cheeks required her to 
make life or death choices and hold the responsibilities of adults in her family (i.e., 
finding a place to live, calling the cops to report domestic violence, supporting mental 
health challenges of a parent) at age 8. Victoria felt she had to be her own “sunrise and 
sunset” (see Figure 2). Victoria stated, 
I don’t feel like I get chances for a lot of new days because sometimes I start 
my day and somebody else comes and takes it. . . . Sometimes I have to do my 
sunrise at 3:00 pm because it didn’t happen at 7:00 am and that’s how shit is. I 
think of sunsets because that wraps up the day and I’m pretty much a wrapper, 
upper, damage control. I fix, I go . . . go, go. . . . I’ve been conditioned to live 




The trauma Victoria experienced in the role of a responsible adult at age 8 limited her 
feeling of support from family while also strengthening her desire to hold on to the 
memories of “where [she] had been and where [she] was going” (see Figure 2).  
 Victoria’s experiences created confidence in her decision-making and opened 
her to multiple ways of knowing. One of the ways Victoria articulated this was 
through her explanation of the “viva la Frida” card on her collage. She shared that 
Frida provided her empowerment as a woman to be her and still be able to hold 
important relationships with women in her life. Victoria shared 
My most important relationships are from women, but [they] also are some of 
the hardest things or like some of the most. . . . I don’t really want to say 
“oppressive,” but maybe where I’ve been told to contain myself, or like, 
“You’re doing too much,” [are] also from women. You know with my mom 
like, “All these tattoos,” and, “Why do you look this way?” And, “Why do you 
talk this way?” And so, not letting me be who I want to be, or who I need to 
be. With La Frida it’s like, she had to go through [a lot] in her life, and [she] 
still had a place to be valued as a person. . . . I feel like, in many ways, that’s 
who I am in my family. I don’t think I’m Frida, but it’s like, “All eyes on you,” 
kind of thing. Like, “Who are you dating?” And, “What are you doing with 
your life? What do you dress like? You have a monkey as a pet, like, what the 
heck?” I don’t have a monkey, but I do things that are just not what’s expected. 
And so . . . I got to just do my own stuff. Some people are like, “What the hell 
are you doing?” And I’m like, “Loving it. If you don’t get it, well too bad.” 
I’m like, “Maybe you don’t need to.”  
 
 Victoria also linked her desire to “do her [own] stuff” to her Mexican identity 
and the ways in which she incorporated cultural symbols into her values. One example 
of this was her joy of collecting calavera (skulls) (see Figure 2). Victoria had learned 
about the calavera in a Mexican American studies course and its use in the Dia de los 
Muertos (Day of the Dead) in Mexico. Although her family did not celebrate the 
holiday and Victoria’s mom expressed concern that the calaveras were connected to el 
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diablo (the devil) or demons, Victoria maintained her connection to the calavera and 
its celebration of the cycle of life.  
 Another example of Victoria’s “doing her [own] stuff” showed up in her 
ability to address the homophobia and transphobia in her family around her 
relationship with another woman. After coming out and introducing her partner to her 
family, Victoria was told by her brother that her and her partner needed to follow 
certain expectations of “you can’t hug her, and kiss her, or sit next to each other.” 
Victoria responded,  
Okay, so then I’m not going to come. I’m not going to go to the party. I’m not 
going to go to your house, and you’re not going to come to mine, because . . . I 
can’t be who I am around you or your kids. And, . . . “When has anybody told 
you that you can’t kiss whoever you want to kiss in front of whoever you want 
to do it? [And] this is my mom’s house for one, it’s not even your house. So, 
I’m not going come around with these restrictions.”. . . So then I didn’t come, 
for like a month. 
 
Victoria’s experience navigating oppressive and resistive structures also supported her 
recognition of the larger picture and how her ability “do her own thing” was about her 
showing up for her community. She shared that community fueled her and that she 
appreciated being connected to a community or group. The validation she gained from 
being in community supported her ability to be unapologetically her even in hard 
moments when her choices did not fit expectations.  
Berniece: “Just Because I Don’t Speak Spanish 
Doesn’t Mean I’m Not Latina” 
 Berniece grew up with no linkage to her family history or country of origin on 
either of her parent’s side of the family (see Figure 3). She described her family as 
unique in that she knew she was Hispanic and Latina, but “[she] had no idea what kind 
of Latina.” Her “family made their own traditions, and that’s just how [they] live 
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[their] lives” as Latina/os. The reality of not knowing where she came from showed up 
several times for Berniece. One specific way she made sense of not knowing was 
through the representation of Selena Quintanilla-Perez, a Tejana (Brown person from 
Texas) musician in the early 1990s (see Figure 3). Berniece connected to Selena 
because she was the only celebrity she could relate to in ethnic and racial identity as 
someone with both Latina and American socialization. Specifically, Berniece 
referenced a quote from Selena the movie, which was, 
And we gotta prove to the Mexicans how Mexican we are, and we gotta prove 
to the Americans how American we are. . . . We gotta be more Mexican than 
the Mexicans and more American than the Americans, both at the same time. 
It’s exhausting! Damn! Nobody knows how tough it is to be a Mexican 
American!!!” (Quintanilla et al., 1997) 
 
Berniece shared, 
I think about the movie where her dad is sitting in the van, and they’re driving 
and they’re like, “We’re not Mexican enough to be with the Mexicans. We’re 
not White enough to be with the Americans.” I feel the same exact way even 
though if I don’t know how I identify, but I’m not Latina enough to identify 
with Mexicans or Spanish or Cubans or Puerto Ricans, but . . . my hair is 
brown, my skin is brown, so I’m not White enough to be an American. It’s just 
one of those things where [Selena] is the only person I feel like I can identify 
with . . . her feeling in that same space. 
 
When asking for clarification about the “same space” Berniece referenced the 
ambiguity of her identity as a Latina. Growing up in a town with a large Mexican-
identified population that were of first and second generation status, Berniece had an 
internal battle with herself on how to identify in high school because she knew she 
was not Mexican nor was she raised as Spanish speaking or in Mexican culture. She 
did not identify as White or American, so she used Hispanic as her identifier. It was 
not till college that Berniece uncovered the meaning behind Hispanic and how it was 
forced on people to catorgize all peoples who were not White or Black in color and 
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had some lineage to Latin America. At that point and from influence from her sorority, 
she began to identify as Latina, which felt more comfortable for her. She elaborated on 
the term Latina by saying, 
I’m not Brown because one day one family said, “Oh, I’m going to be Brown.” 
I know I have to be from somewhere [in Latin America]. That’s why I just feel 
more comfortable [using the term Latina]. I may not be [Mexican, and] just 












 Berniece also felt that she had to prove she was Latina at work since she 
worked in a Latina/o cultural center. Specfically, she talked about the impact she felt 
when people commented on her not knowing or speaking Spanish and working in a 
cultural center. The connection to Whiteness that others placed on Berniece because 
she did not know Spanish created a lack of “enoughness” for her and made her 
question herself to the point of faking that she spoke Spanish. Berniece shared,  
I take it very offensive when people say, “Oh, you’re White,” because I don’t 
speak Spanish. That doesn’t matter. I’m still Latina. . . . I feel like I have to tell 
myself, that I’m enough. But I don’t know if I really truly believe it. . . . For 
one, I fake it . . . all of the time. I fake that I speak Spanish, all of the damn 
time. People who, I obviously work with, or people I’m close with, they know 
that I don’t speak Spanish. But, like just even the other day, this girl was 
talking to me . . . and then she said something in Spanish. And I was like, 
“Mm-hmm . . . like, oh, yeah!” But I don’t know what the heck she said . . . I 
just fake it. And [I] just don’t want to lose out.  
 
Berniece did not agree with the assumptions placed on her just because she was 
Latina. She also felt the assumptions were also not talked about unless she brought it 
up. She continued, 
It’s just like you’re tokenized or like I said, the assumptions come up or people 
just think you know all these things, or you have experienced all these things 
because you’re straight across from the border or things like that. It’s just like, 
No, it’s because I choose to keep myself educated. I choose to surround myself 
with people who are people of Color, and who are experiencing things like . . . 
that’s how I know, that’s why I know. It’s not because I’m experiencing 
everything that everyone else does. . . . My brownness shifts everywhere I go, 
and it’s just like now that I think of it. I can never truly be just on a perfect 
scale of Brownness. I can never sit there and just feel like, “Okay, I’m okay 
where I belong.” I never really ever feel like that. I’m always shifting who I 
am.  
 
 The shifting Berniece experienced also manifested in her relationship with her 
husband and immediate family. In her experiences with her husband, who identifies 
as Mexican, she said she did not feel Latina enough with him. Berniece shared about 
an incident with her husband and his friends where they silenced her because she was 
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not Mexican or “Latina enough” to have a conversation about the oppression of 
Mexican women since she was not Mexican. Within her immediate family, Berniece 
shared that her dad did not believe that racism existed and that her brother’s job as a 
sheriff made it difficult to process her Brownness. She shared, “At home I feel like 
my parents turn a blind eye to their skin color. They’re not trying to be White, they 
don’t pretend like they are White or things like that, but they don’t recognize being 
Brown or what that means to be a Brown person.” She expressed frustrated in not 
feeling Latina enough anywhere, but especially in places of familiarity like home. 
Berniece recognized the need for her to choose her battles with her family and to 
remember why it was important to talk about race and racism. She said, 
I have to do it for myself . . . regardless if my brother and my dad support me 
or not because it does matter if somebody’s life is affected, if somebody’s 
rights are taken away, so I have to always keep that in the back of my mind. If 
it was our family or if it was me, wouldn’t I want somebody to do it for me? 
Wouldn’t I want somebody to help me out? . . . I have to keep that passion and 
keep that activism going, and . . . yes, I am Brown, but then again here I am 
battling things within my own family.  
 
 Berniece’s access to education and experiences influenced her perspective and 
highlighted her unique intersectionality between her Latina and social class identity as 
a working-class person. Specifically, the dissonance she experienced in high school 
not having to work to then being a first-generation college student and not knowing 
how to navigate the process of college. She said, 
When I started college I saw the disconnect [in my social class status]. . . . My 
dad has always worked two jobs. It wasn’t a choice for him to do it, he had to 
do it. I had privileges when I was younger because my dad worked those two 
jobs . . .  [but] when I came to college I noticed like, “Yeah, my parents speak 
English, and yeah, my dad wanted me to play sports, and yeah, my parents 
didn’t want me to work while I was going to school, and they wanted me to 
focus on my academics, but they also didn’t get that opportunity [to go to 




Bernieces parents graduated with their General Education Dipolma the same year she 
graduated high school, which put into perspective for her the intersectionality between 
her Latina and social class identity. She remembered listening to her peers talk about 
how one of their parents did not have to work and how they still were able to do or 
have access to all these opportunities. Berniece could not understand how her peers’ 
families could manage and still have extra money or allowances to give them. She 
said,  
I’m just like, “How? How don’t they work? Or where do you even get that 
kind of money from?” Because even now my parents are doing well, and we 
still don’t have everything that other people talk about. I think being a person 
of Color, being Brown and being raised in a Brown home, and understanding 
you don’t get a free load. Like you are in your home and you have obligations 
and responsibilities too. . . . We had to have chores. We had to clean, but we 
didn’t get paid for it. We never got an allowance. . . . That’s where I’m just 
like, “Okay, well, where do I fall out then?” Because I had to have chores and 
a lot of my friends from college who are White, they didn’t have to clean. They 
just got to go home and I’m just like, “Wait, so how was that . . . what does 
that mean for me?” 
 
 For Berniece identifying as working class also “captured what it meant to be 
Brown” (see Figure 3). She talked about how in her life most Latina/o people were 
also working class. Specifically, she shared that she had a deep respect for working 
class people and the jobs they performed. In discussing the importance of respect, she 
talked about her dad and how he laid carpet and flooring for a living. She said with 
emotion,  
It bothers me when people don’t say hello to whoever is cleaning or the people 
in the cafeteria or anything like that, because . . . I remember when I went to 
visit [her undergrad institution] and my dad, was like, “Let’s go take a tour 
because I want to show you where I laid the tile in the gym, in the gym locker 
room.” I was just like, how did my dad feel sitting there putting the tile down, 
and did those students acknowledge him, did they take the time to say, “Hey 
sir, how are you doing?” Or things like that. [That’s] when I started to realize 
and notice that people don’t acknowledge the janitors, people don’t 




Berniece expressed that her dad had such pride in his work at the institution his 
daughter was about to attend, and yet up till this point she had not realized the 
privilege she had growing up. She continued by acknowledging the privilege she had 
as a college student and how getting her education did not “make [her] a better person 
than a person cleaning the rooms or the person who [was] painting or picking up 
trash.”  
 Berniece hoped to pay forward the privilege to attend college that was afforded 
to her to her nieces and nephews (see Figure 3). She said, “I am a role model for my 
nieces and nephews. . . . I have kids looking up to me of all different ages, and I 
always try to bring them to campus and expose them to higher education . . . and [tell 
them] to pursue their dreams.” She also acknowledged college may not be for 
everyone and that she would still support them because it was more about being 
informed as a person of Color. For her, being educated and informed about issues that 
impact people of Color were most important (see Figure 3). She shared that as a Latina 
she became educated about issues of racism and discrimination “because it’s relevant 
and it’s important, and it affects my daily life . . . [and] I have been in situations where 
nobody has stood up for me.” 
 Berniece continued to talk about her role as an advocate for others with 
marginalized identities and how it related to her Latina identity (see Figure 3). She 
said, 
It is because I’m Brown that I choose to stand up! I stand with all 
[marginalized people]. . . . We have to stand up together, because I am sitting 
here privileged, I am not going to get deported. I am not going to go to jail. I 
do know my rights. I know these things that people who might not know those 
things or who are afraid to do those things, it’s like, “Yes, I am a person of 
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Color, and I am going to stand up,” and you’re going to try to test me and think 
that I don’t know, but I actually do know.  
 
Berniece’s passion for collective change in her community and other marginalized 
communities showed throughout her testimonio and supported her desire to continue 
unpacking her enough-ness as a Brown woman.  
Ximena: “Holding on to Who I Am, But Also 
Incorporating Where I Am From” 
 
 Ximena spoke of her identity as connected to the identity of her family (see 
Figure 4). With her mom identifying as Tejana (a Brown person from Texas) and her 
dad identifying as Mexicano (Mexican), she chose to blend the two identities and 
identify as Latina and Mexican American. Growing up in the United States, Ximena 
felt dissonance since high school classifying her Mexican Americanness and being 
taught only American history. She said, 
[Being American] is not the only person I am. That’s not who I am. I am going 
to identify with my mom being Tejana, born in the United States, [and having 
a] mom from Mexico. My dad is from Mexico. So more than anything, I’m 
Latina 
 
Specifically, she felt the identity of American was forced on her and identifying with 
something that blended her Mexicana and Tejana identity was her resistance. Her 
process of identifying a term that described her identity became more complex in 
college (see Figure 4). She reflected that when entering college, she decided to major 
in criminal justice until she discovered there was a Mexican American studies major. 
She expressed excitement in “finally being able to choose what [she] want[ed] to learn 
about, being able to choose where [she] comes from, being able to choose the history 
behind [her identity].” She continued, 
I felt like [Mexican American studies] was really geared me towards. . . . 
There’s so many ways you could identify to where I’m like, “Wait a minute!” I 
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learned about what it is to be a Chicana and . . . [how] they’re just from 
California, or [how] they are Latinos, but they don’t speak Spanish. So, I’m 




My Ethnic Identity  
 
 




 Ximena also described the process of entering her new major as “being lost 
again” and not knowing how to identify. She talked about how the experiences in her 
courses made her reflect and navigate the multiple terms and decide on the term of 
Mexican American. The thought of including American in her identifier also felt 
contradictory because her parents were Latinos. She said, “I’m a Latina Americana 
and that is solely what I want to identify as because that is something I am very proud 
of. [It’s] not like I want to get rid of who I am as a person, or where my family comes 
from.” The idea of “holding on to who [she was], but also incorporating where [she 
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was] from” was a framework Ximena used to describe her decision to identify as 
Mexican American. She said, 
There’s just so much that incorporates into who I am as a person, who I 
identify. I feel like it’s the experiences I’ve gone through in life, the traveling 
that I’ve done, the exploring, the intake of the different foods, the music that I 
listen to, the environment, the culture. . . . I feel like everything kind of 
impacted me in the way of who I am as a person or how I want to identify. 
 One of the experiences Ximena shared was her family’s trip to her dad’s 
hometown in Mexico when she was 10 years old. She described the pueblito (little 
town) as a having a population of no more than 500 to 1,000 people who lived in 
adobe-made houses with sinkholes for restrooms. In reflecting on her experience, 
Ximena valued how family was the center of life in Mexico. She said, 
I loved it. I loved everything about it. It wasn’t like your nicer houses that are 
here. . . . It was just that [feeling of] as long as you had your family, all is 
perfect. We went to my dad’s pueblito, and we showered in a river, . . . [ate] 
fresh jicama out of the dirt, . . . [we were] able to go fish, catch a fish and take 
it back to eat. . . . Our mattresses were on the floor [at our hotel], we were all 
sleeping together. We had to carry our own toilet paper. I loved everything 
about it. . . . I could see myself here, I just loved it. I love that type of 
environment. I love that family stuff that we could do, and like meeting family 
we had never met before. To where I was like, “I’m proud to be Mexicana. I’m 
Mexican.” Like, yeah I’m Mexican.  
 
Ximena expressed a connection to Mexico and recognized that she did not need to live 
there to be from there and connect with the values and culture. She reflected the same 
sentiment towards her experiences in Texas in her mom’s hometown of Corpus 
Christi, Texas. She said, when in Texas you “just take in the Texas environment” 
through food and music. Particularly, Ximena was a huge fan of Selena and had tons 
Selena memorabilia. She looked up to Selena because she was someone who looked 
like her with the “darker skin tone . . . who spoke Spanish.” Selena also provided an 
opportunity Ximena’s mom to talk about what being Tejana meant and the pride she 
should have in being Tejana too. Other experiences that informed Ximena’s Mexican 
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American identity were playing bingo, going to Spanish concerts, and watching 
movies as a family.  
 Ximena also recognized the impact society also had on her decision to identify 
as Latina and Mexican American. She shared that she did not resonate with the 
terminology of Hispanic because it was created by White people to classify Brown 
people. She concluded, 
Society sees these different identities or how they want to differentiate them 
. . . and you identify how you want to identify and you’re proud of how you 
identify. I guess it doesn’t really matter who says what or who’s really correct. 
I feel like there is no correct way to put a definition to identity. Like you 
identify how you want to identify and how you see yourself identifying. 
 
She continued to talk about the importance of identifying as you want and not feeling 
pressured to change yourself to what others think about your identity. She shared, 
It’s also not changing in a way, who you are, like if you’re too Mexican for 
Americans, then so be it. Be proud of that identity. If Mexican and you’re too 
American for them, it’s a part of who you are, I guess, not wanting to change 
that, and kind of making it work for both sides in a way.  
 
 Religion and social class also informed Ximena’s experience growing up 
Mexican American. Ximena was raised in a Catholic family where she was expected 
to attend church every Sunday, go to confession, and eventually give a percentage of 
her income to the church. A majority of the traditions around her faith were guided by 
her grandma. For instance, her grandma created multiple altars around the house that 
contained santos (saints) that held meaning for her family in times of need. In 
addition, Ximena talked about the symbol of the rosario (rosary) and its significance to 
the relationship between her and her grandma. She said, “Every time I travel she gives 
me a rosario, and when I come back I return it to her. When I leave she gives me 
another one. That’s just something she does. . . . That’s her way, if I have a rosary on 
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me, to ensure my safety and protect me.” As her grandma has aged and Ximena has 
moved away from home, she now considers herself spiritual, however, she would not 
dare tell her grandma she does not identify as Catholic. She shared, 
I have more of a spiritual connection. I do believe in my God. I do pray. So it’s 
more of a spiritual connection that I have rather than showing that through 
going to church every Sunday, or stuff like that. It sounds really bad, but I’m 
literally probably in church when someone dies or . . . my grandma wants to go 
for like Christmas, or Easter, or she just wants to go to church. We go to 
church.  
 
Ximena’s identity as spiritual maintained a foundation of Catholicism, which she 
acknowledged and framed as her family “taking pieces of everything and kind of 
clash[ing] it together” to create an identity that felt in alignment with her values and 
connection to a higher being. 
 In talking about social class, Ximena’s described herself and her family as 
working-class. She shared that her family “was better off now than what they were” 
before her mom and dad married. Ximena’s mom was in a previous marriage and had 
two children prior to meeting her dad. As a single mom, Ximena’s mom and her older 
siblings lived in a small home where “their TV stand was also their dining table” and 
her mom “had two to three jobs,” which is how her grandma became so involved in 
their lives. After Ximena and her brother were born, “that’s when the financial 
stability was definitively a lot better.” She said, 
We work very hard. We work for what we want to get. We work to be where 
we are today, to have the things we have. I guess I don’t want to ever leave the 
working-class family, or the working-class. I feel like there’s more power to it, 
you know. We’re continuously hardworking and we work for everything we 
get, we got, we have, and everything that we’re going to obtain in the future.  
 
The concept of working hard was salient for Ximena which supported her to stay 
grounded to her roots and recognize her privilege in “never need[ing] anything or 
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want[ing] for anything.” The work determination of her family also equated to the idea 
of independence. Specifically, she talked about the strength the women in her family 
carried and the importance role modeling played in understanding her culture and its 
intersectionality with social class. She shared, 
I hold [my mom, sister, and grandma] all on a little pedestal, because they’re 
just amazing women. My grandma had five girls, so we are a family of women. 
There’s not very many men in our family . . . [women] is what we had to look 
up to, like, within my grandma, within my mom, within my sister, within my 
cousins. What they saw within their mom, our grandma. It’s a strong 
independence of the women in our family are very strong compared to our 
men. We’re very strong willed, independent, hardworking women. I’ve always 
been proud to be a part of that, because seeing that. . . . I’ve always grown up 
seeing that. There is no, “Ximena can’t do it, or Ximena won’t succeed.” We 
can do anything we put our minds to and being able to succeed and do that. 
 
Ximena felt pride in being part of a strong family of independent women and was 
committed to continuing the legacy. She said,  
I’m very proud. I’m proud of where I’ve made it to. And not necessarily. . . . 
It’s something I know I have to do, and if I want to succeed out in the real 
world it’s something I have to do. But just to know that I’m making my 
grandma, my parents, my family, like all of them happy and proud to say, 
“Somebody made it. Somebody did it. We’re doing something right.” 
 
As a first-generation student, Ximena shared that the pride she felt was also guided by 
her family’s motto “and this too shall pass” (see Figure 4). She described the quote as 
a way to conceptualize the resiliency of pushing through barriers when attempting to 
accomplish a goal. Ximena’s resiliency occurred in tandem with her family’s full 
support for her education. She described the importance of having her family’s support 
in her education and how she could not imagine having to do it without them. The 
support her family provided her was beyond financial; it was a break “to be free.” She 
shared. “When I need a laugh or something, we have our get-togethers, and I can be 
free and with my family . . . I feel like, I’ve been very lucky and fortunate of where I 
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come from, to be where I am today.” Ximena expressed significant gratitude for her 
family and all she learned growing up and hoped to incorporate all she was taught into 
her education and who she wanted to be as a person. 
Dolores: “I Feel Like I Am My Own Kind of Brown” 
 
 Identifying as Mexican and from a large Mexican family has always been an 
important part of Dolores’s identity (see Figure 5). Growing up in a single parent 
household, Dolores talked highly of her family and the gratitude she had for them. 
Specifically, she expressed appreciation for her grandmother and her willingness to 
take care of her at a young age when her mom was receiving treatment for leukemia in 
Mexico. She said, 
I wouldn’t be here [without] my family, so [I] honor them . . . and everything 
that they have done for me throughout my life. Like when my mom had 
leukemia, that I lived with my grandparents, and my grandma was already 
older, she was probably in her early 60s, and she was taking care of a 7-year-
old because her daughter was in Mexico getting treatment for cancer. 
 
Her relationship with her grandparents helped her maintain her connection to her 
culture (represented by the pictures of her with her grandma and grandpa on her 
collage). Dolores shared that she always tied in the aspect of being Mexican, speaking 
another language, and having a big family in everything she did. She said, “no matter 
how many days or weeks [went] by that I listen to rap music, I am still going to listen 
to corridos (a form of Mexican music) or I’m still going to go to my mom’s house and 










Dolores described the balance of growing up in the United States and being 
Mexican “a struggle . . . a mess . . . complicated.” She did not want to discredit an area 
or part of what made her. For instance, she felt that “saying that [she was] Latina 
[was] giving credit to [her] life as an American . . . and, in a way, not giving a lot of 
credit to being Mexican.” Dolores continued by reflecting on her experience in college 
and how she did not do American things until then. She said, 
Before college, I didn’t listen to English music, I wouldn’t go to clubs, English 
clubs, and bars . . . I wouldn’t do a lot of these things, or like I wouldn’t eat 
certain foods for a really long time. Not because I wouldn’t like them, it’s just, 
“It’s not Mexican, so I’m not going to eat it.” Like pastas, and hamburgers, hot 
dogs, that stuff, I really wouldn’t eat it.  
 
Entering college, Dolores experienced culture shock with “so many White people 
everywhere,” and she was not used to that environment. As a result, college was where 
she “started balancing [her identity] out by living [in the United States] but growing 
up in a Mexican family.” She said, 
At home, it’s always going be Mexican things, like no matter what. The TV is 
always going to be on the Spanish channel. If we play music, it’s going to be 
Mexican music. If we cook anything, it’s going be Mexican food. If we 
celebrate anything it’s related to being Mexican . . . so I feel like when I came 
to college is when I started exploring, or tying in the two, or evening it out 
because I did feel a lot of disconnect being here and I was born here, but I still 
felt so much disconnect because I was never really in that environment.  
 
The connection to her culture was something she valued and prioritized in her 
education. 
 Dolores also hoped to pass down the importance of family and being Mexican 
to her nephew (see Figure 5). Specifically, she talked about the fear of her nephew 
experiencing a bigger disconnect from his Mexican heritage than her and her sister 
because he was second generation in the United States. She said, “Things are going to 
change, and traditions are going to change. . . . I feel like he’s going have a lot of 
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disconnect. So, my sister and I are doing a lot for him to have that connection to our 
culture like what we had. Dolores also recognized that her nephew would also have 
greater access to a college education as a second-generation USian. She said that she 
often would take her nephew to campus events because she wanted him to be proud of 
who he was and to know that he “had an auntie in college.” In addition, she “really 
wanted him to know that no matter what . . . [college] was also obtainable for him” 
and that he did not need to let go of his culture to achieve it (See Figure 5). 
Specifically, she modeled that for her nephew by going home every weekend to spend 
time with her family, even if they did nothing but sit around and watch television. For 
Dolores, it was important for her to go home even on the days when she was tired and 
did not want to drive the hour drive home. She continued, 
Like I [will] never . . . no matter where life takes me, no matter where I end up, 
no matter if I’m in this bomb ass position at some point in life, or whatever it is 
that I’m doing, I will never ever, ever, ever forget [being Mexican], any of the 
things that [my family] has had to overcome living here. I will never . . . it 
made me. 
 
 Dolores’s social class was also salient in her Mexican identity. Growing up 
working class, the struggle her and her family faced was not known beyond her 
immediate family. She shared that her extended family assumed she “did not struggle 
growing up.” She said, 
For one, I had a single parent, so that’s enough struggle. Coming from the 
family that we come from, where you’re supposed to be married with your 
person, and no matter [what], you have to stay with them. So, what do you 
mean I didn’t suffer, or I didn’t go through things or whatever?  
 
Despite the financial strain of living in single parent household, Dolores knew that 
“whatever was going on inside the home, once you walk out, you act like your life is 
perfect [like] everything is fine.” Dolores felt that the reality of “playing [the 
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struggle] off” was a cultural thing, and she imagined there were others who also acted 
the same way. For instance, she said that her and her family moved into the projects 
after her mom had leukemia and their “kitchen table was a cardboard box for months, 
and no one knew.” Dolores’s grandma lived across the street, and for months she did 
not know how they struggled. She continued, 
No one at school knew [about our struggle]. I would walk probably 25 minutes 
to get to school, whatever kind of weather. Whether I had appropriate clothes 
or not, and if I didn’t, and it was raining I would get to school wet. I would tell 
them I forgot my umbrella, not that I didn’t have clothes. I didn’t even have a 
damn umbrella, but no one knew and I just played it off and it’s always been 
like that. It’s always been a thing of, “You just play it off. You act like nothing 
is wrong.” 
 
 Dolores kept her experience growing up working class a secret until she 
graduated from college. She “didn’t say anything because [she] didn’t want it to be 
one more thing also associated with being Brown.” No one necessarily told her not to 
say anything, rather she did not want people thinking that her mom as incapable of 
raising her and her sister since they sometimes went without the things they needed to 
survive. However, there was one time Dolores did share about a family’s situation and 
it resulted in her family being separated. She shared while crying, 
My sister was taken away from us. A lot of courts. A lot of counseling. A lot of 
psychologists. A lot of crisis centers. A lot of visiting hours only. And only 
phone calls. . . . I feel like that was the one time I ever said anything was 
wrong, and all this shit started happening. And now, don’t get me wrong, I’m 
so grateful that I said something, and I know my sister is grateful, like a 
thousand percent, that I said something, but at the time, it felt like, “Why the 
fuck did you do that? Your life is already fucked up, this is just going to fuck it 
up even more.” That’s what I felt like for years. For a long time. 
 
Dolores emphasized that the experiences of “living in the projects started who she 
was” and she would carry that foundation forward no matter where she ended up.  
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 Because of her experiences growing up Mexican and working class, Dolores 
felt like she did not fit in with other Mexican people. She referenced that being raised 
by a single mom made her feel different even in her own family. Specifically, she did 
not want to be perceived as weak or be discredited by others because she was raised 
within a single-parent household. She was raised to always push through things no 
matter what, and “it’s being confident when you’re not confident, but always 
appearing to be confident all the time.” She related her internalized thoughts to 
watching her mom navigate American culture as a Mexican woman who did not speak 
English and the importance of showing up confident always in a society that expected 
you to fail. She shared that her mom always modeled strength for her and her sister 
(see Figure 5). She said, 
I always remember my mom saying, “You’re a strong woman and never forget 
that you’re Mexican. Never forget where you came from.”. . . So I feel like 
always my mom has put that in us, which is why I put so much emphasis on it, 
or why it shows up so much for me.  
 
 Dolores also felt like she was her own type of Mexican because of her unique 
lived experiences. Specifically, she talked about not feeling “good enough” around 
family. She said, 
I feel like I’m on my own kind of Brown. I feel like even my family would not 
approve of how my way of Brown is, how I do it. . . . I feel like my aunties, 
and uncles, and grandparents don’t see me as a good enough of Brown women. 
For one, I have tattoos. The way I express myself. The piercings, the going out, 
the drinking. The language, the way I dress. Yeah, I feel like all of me is not 
the . . . I mean, I like the kind of Brown person that I am, or how I express it, 
or whatever, but my family would not approve of it. 
 
Dolores continued by referencing how her rebellious choices were also about breaking 
the stereotype of what it meant to be a Mexican woman. She expressed being annoyed 
about gender expectations and having to act certain ways just because you were a 
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woman. Specifically, she talked about the expectation of needing to have a significant 
other at this point in her life. The expectation was so enforced that she created a fake 
“bae” (significant other) to make fun of the expectations that were placed on her as a 
Mexican woman (see Figure 5). She said,  
I’m going be 24, and I’m not married. I don’t have kids. I don’t have a 
significant other. There’s nothing of that anywhere on the radar. . . . I felt like I 
also started taking the bae pictures and posting them on Facebook and 
Instagram because I have my family on there, so I feel like it’s also like a little, 
“Fuck you, I don’t need a significant other and I’m completely fine. I’m happy, 
I’m doing things.” So much emphasis goes to having a significant other and 
letting them support you, and I’m not about that. I’m so not about that.  
 
Dolores’s choice not to do things according to the timeline imposed by her family was 
a difficult decision for her because of the impact it had on her family. For instance, 
Dolores shared she was in the process of buying a house for her family. She expressed 
pride in being able to provide for her family, and at the same time she felt a lot of 
pressure and sacrifice. She said, 
At first, I felt a lot of pride, which don’t get me wrong, I do feel pride, but it is 
so wrong. Like why do you have to wait for me? Why do I have to? Why do I 
have to be the one? It does feel good. It feels really good to know that my mom 
or my family thinks I’m capable of doing that. It feels really good. Because I 
know I’m capable of doing it, and at the same time, I don’t like being that 
person. I don’t like being the one that does it or the one that’s going do it. 
Because there’s so much sacrifice that goes with that and I don’t think they take 
that into account. 
 
Dolores’s role in buying a house for her family was not an unfamiliar role she took on 
in her household. She referred to herself as “little mom” and that she was often the one 
called upon to fix things. She said,  
I feel like I’m the one that’s looked at to fix things. Then if I can’t fix it, then 
it’s like, “Well, what are you doing?” . . . and then it makes me feel like, 
“Well, what am I doing? Am I not doing anything right?” Like because I can’t 
fix this or I can’t make this issue go away, or make it better, instead I feel like 
I’m making it worse. I don’t know, I’m always the fixer. No matter what it is, 
153 
 
step it up and fix it. And then something else is going come along and then I’ll 
have to fix that in the middle of stuff, it’s just something else.  
 
Dolores’s fixing allowed for a lot to happen in her family (represented by all but four 
pictures in her collage). The responsibility she felt was not without “dolor” (pain), and 
she knew that she would need to “overcome [the pain], brush it off, and prepare for the 
next thing because she knew it was coming.”  
Augustina: “American Grown with Mexican Roots” 
 
 Augustina captured her identity as a Latina/Brown person in one phrase, 
“American grown with Mexican roots” (see Figure 6). Being first-generation in the 
United States, Augustina felt connected to both Mexican and American cultures, and 
chose to identify herself as Mexican American. The complexity of belonging to both 
cultures, however, was hard for Augustina and she would often switch terminology 
depending on the context of her environment and audience. She said, 
It’s been hard . . . even when talking with people or just kind of in different 
settings, I feel like I’ll introduce myself as Latina. I feel like it’s always been 
Latina or Mexican American. Or when I’m with my family it’s Mexicana. But 
you weren’t born in Mexico, and I’m like I know but both of my parents are 
Mexican, and so when I’m with my family I’m Mexicana. When I’m in front 
of students and talking with students I identify as Latina. So, I think in 
different settings, I use different words to describe myself. 
 
The use of the word Mexicana was intentional for Augustina particularly with family 
because they were her everything (see Figure 6), and she did not want them to think 
she was losing her values, traditions, culture, and language. Yet, she also went back 
and forth in identifying as American because of the national climate and its attack on 
Latina/o people. She shared, 
Especially now in this climate . . . if I just say I’m Mexicana, people are going 
to be like you’re undocumented, you don’t have this, you don’t have that . . . 
I’m Mexican American. To me, it just says I was born here, I was raised here 
. . . I feel like I kind of use it as a protection . . . especially now. 
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Augustina also described her identity as Mexican American as an “energy between 
Mexican and American.” It was important to her to acknowledge that she was born in 
the United States and also proud to be Mexican. Augustina appeared to be “still trying 





Figure 6. Augustina’s collage, January 10, 2018. 
155 
 
 Racially, Augustina identified as Latina because “she was a Spanish speaking 
person originally from a Latin American country.” The term also resonated for her 
because she identified as someone with darker complexion. Augustina first noticed the 
difference of her color and shade between her and her other Latina/o peers in 
elementary school; however, the shared experiences of cultural traditions and use of 
the Spanish language made their differences in color and shade not an issue. It was not 
until middle school that Augustina had a negative experience because of the color of 
her skin. She said,  
In middle school I [went] to the School of Arts, you know, that was the first 
time I experienced culture shock because that was the first time I had ever been 
in a school where there was a lot of people that didn’t look like me, and so I 
did get comments like oh, like you look so tan, do you tan? And I was like 
what? Tan? And one time I was wearing a dress and people asked me if I was 
wearing . . . [stockings]. Yeah, they were like your legs just look so tan, you 
look really nice, and I was like I don’t tan and I’m not wearing any stockings.  
 
She described her color and shade difference in middle school as “new and exciting” 
for her peers, which left her feeling exoticized and isolated. Her experience of being 
othered by her peers eventually forced her to transfer to a new middle school and give 
up her admission to the School of the Arts. 
 Augustina also was “the darkest in her family.” In fact, her family nicknamed 
her “prieta” (Brown), which she shared she did not enjoy growing up because her 
brother would make fun of her and call her names. She recalled, 
He would call me that, he would just call me Black, “hey Black.” And so, I 
really hated it! And I do remember this one time when I was taking a bath. I 
grabbed the soap and I was going so hard on my skin, I felt like I had to scrub 
[the color] away. . . . I don’t remember how old I was but I remember sitting in 
the bathtub and just hating that I was getting called all these names from my 
brother and so I would scrub hard on my skin to see if the skin color would 
come off. And I remember I would get out and my mom was like why is your 
skin all red? And I was like I just wanted to make sure I was really clean, so I 
scrubbed really hard, but I never told them that I didn’t like it.  
156 
 
The complexion of her skin was not something Augustina was proud of until she was 
older, and her parents shared with her how her nickname “prieta” was related to La 
Virgen de Guadalupe (Our Lady of Guadalupe). She shared,  
And it wasn’t until we were a little older, my dad and my mom shared the 
story with me that when I was born . . . I got really sick and they had to take 
me to the hospital and. . . . My parents were so devout to La Virgen de 
Guadalupe so they went all the way to the Basilica in Mexico to give thanks 
that everything turned out okay. . . . They said that when they took me, the taxi 
driver was telling them that every 25th of every month La Virgen was 
appearing somewhere or people were saying there was miracles. And so, my 
parents were just in shock because my birthday is September 25. . . . [Thus] 
My dad [said] we call you this not to make fun of you but you should be proud 
because La Virgen is pietra. 
 
When Augustina learned of this story, she felt like she could embrace her dark 
complexion more because she was prieta like La Virgen. 
 The significance of religion in Augustina’s life informed her Latina identity 
and understanding of what it meant to identify as Mexican American. Specifically, she 
talked about being bilingual in English and Spanish languages (see Figure 6) and how 
being Catholic influenced her ability to maintain the language. She referenced how her 
parents encouraged catechism and other roles in the church as a tool to stay connected 
to the language. She said,  
When I was growing up, the way that my parents really made sure that we still 
stayed connected with the language and learned it and everything, was through 
going to church. And so that was a big thing for them, and I think it was like a 
tool for them. We only took all the catechism classes in Spanish, we went to 
Spanish mass. . . . Or even like growing up and helping out at church, that was 
another thing too. I got so much practice in. 
 
The practice of Spanish in church was an expectation, and not until she was older were 
her parents comfortable with her using English in conversation at church. For instance, 
she said that “if I were to go to an English mass, I [would not] know half the things 
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they are saying.” The intentionality of her parent’s expectation provided her with a 
“strong foundation so that [she] would not forget [the language] as [she] got older.” 
 Augustina’s bilingual identity also carried over into other aspects of her life. 
For example, she was singled out for her accent in middle school at the School of the 
Arts. She said,  
I didn’t think that I had an accent. I was like I learned [English], and I think I 
speak [English] pretty well, and no one ever said anything to me. And it wasn’t 
until I went [to the School of Arts] that they were like you talk kind of funny. 
And I was like what do you mean? And they were like you just have an accent 
when you speak. 
 
From that experience on, Augustina shared that she became self-conscious of how she 
spoke especially in certain settings (i.e., school). As a result, she always tried to 
portray herself in a way that she could fit in with American culture. 
I always try to portray myself like I can talk like this, or use, learn vocabulary 
to articulate myself in a certain way. Because I didn’t want people to think I 
wasn’t American enough in that sense. But then also knowing I didn’t want to 
lose my Spanish.  
 
Augustina also reflected on the difficulty of navigating both languages at school and 
home. She shared that in elementary school her and her peers could go back and forth 
between languages and they would understand each other. However, it was difficult 
for her to hold a full conversation in English or Spanish. She said, 
It was so hard to hold a full-on conversation in English. I was like how do you 
say this word in English; I don’t know. And then when I would go home it was 
the same thing, I would be speaking to my parents in Spanish and there was 
something that I wanted to say but I couldn’t say it. I knew it in English, but I 
didn’t know it in Spanish. 
With expectations to use English in the classroom and Spanish at home, Augustina 
knew it was important to maintain both languages and “find a balance between the 
both” for career advancement and to communicate to her family. She reflected, 
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My parents always told me, make sure you always hold onto your language. 
Make sure you always practice it, read it, write it, speak it. Those three things 
are going to take you far, even career wise. If you can speak it and know it, 
you’re going to do great. And the other thing was they didn’t want to not be 
able to speak to me or communicate with me in their language, like if I forgot 
it. That was their fear, if I forget it, if I become too American is what they were 
saying. 
 
 Augustina’s intentionality to “find a balance between the both” became easier 
as she grew up. She shared that her parents became more flexible with having English 
spoken in their home as she got older. At the same time, Augustina incorporated her 
parent’s influence into her life outside their home. Specifically, she made the choice to 
pronounce her name just as her parents taught her. She said, 
Something that I do in any situation, either if I’m introducing myself to anyone 
or if I’m speaking in front of a large group or in class, I always make sure to 
say my name the way my parents say my name. I didn’t start doing that until I 
got to college, and that was because I didn’t want to lose my identity as being 
Mexicana. 
 
The balance “felt really good” for Augustina and helped her recognize that she was 
doing the best she could to negotiate between the both. 
 Incorporating other salient identities into her balance was also important to 
Augustina. Specifically, as a woman and working-class person, she was taught “to 
stick it out and get through [the hard times].” She described that being vulnerable 
growing up was considered weak and it had implications for her identities. She shared, 
The mentality that [my parents] had and what they grew up with was there’s 
someone telling them what to do and you just have to listen and take orders 
and do what you’re told. And if you don’t like it, too bad. You just have to 
continue to do it. And so, I think my identity as a woman and my identity with 
class is definitely played a part in that. Because I feel like if there’s something 
that I’m struggling with, I don’t want people to know, because I want people to 
see me as this person who can do all things. Because of my other identities that 




Augustina expressed that practicing vulnerability (see Figure 6) had supported her in 
deconstructing her socialization. She knew that experience and education were the 
keys to helping her find a balance between maintaining her values and reaching her 
dreams (see Figure 6). Being challenged in her socialization appeared to be an on-
going process for Augustina, and she felt “okay with being challenged because [she] 
knew it was only going to help [her] grow.” 
Chapter Summary 
 
 Throughout this chapter, participant stories were shared with the intention to 
honor their individual experiences as Brown women. Each of the participants 
uncovered areas of dissonance in their lives as they re-told their stories of pain, 
confusion, frustration, and pride growing up Brown. The risk of unmasking their 
stories was courageous and modeled the complexity of identity development and 
intersectionality. Chapter V will highlight ethnic identity and its relationship to self-
authorship through each of its three tenants. Specifically, the chapter will center on the 
participants’ collective experience with self-authorship and identifying as Brown 











PATTERNS, DISCUSSION, AND FURURE RESEARCH 
 
 The influence of social identity in self-authorship development is an area of 
research that has expanded in recent years (Abes & Jones, 2004; Abes et al., 2007; 
Abes & Kasch, 2007; Jones & McEwen, 2000; Pizzolato, 2003; Torres, 2003, 2009; 
Torres & Hernandez, 2007). Still, a majority of self-authorship scholarship remains 
focused on undergraduate experiences. Scholars recognized self-authorship extends 
beyond college and may not occur fully until mid-20s to early 30s (Baxter Magolda, 
2001; Magolda, 1998), and have expanded research to explore self-authorship 
development in graduate students (Perez, 2017; Rogers et al., 2004; Schoper, 2011). 
The relationship between social identity and self-authoship development in graduate 
school has not emerged in the literature. However, the influence of social identity (i.e., 
Latina identity) on the graduate school experience has been explored separate from 
self-authorship (Celeya, 2012). For Brown women in graduate school, the 
understanding of how social identity and self-authorship development influence each 
other at a graduate level has yet to be determined. This inquiry sought to discover the 
relationship between ethnic identity and self-authorship development for Brown 
women in master’s level graduate programs. The questions guiding this inquiry were: 
Q1 How do Brown women in graduate school make meaning of ethnic 
identity and self-authorship? 
 
Q2 How do Brown women in graduate school navigate between Brown 




 This chapter outlines the experiences of five Brown women in master’s level 
programs at an institution in the Southwestern United States and how they made 
meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship development in graduate school. 
The following sections of the chapter are organized by the three interconnected 
dimensions of self-authorship: intrapersonal, epistemological, and interpersonal. In the 
previous chapter, participants were introduced to the reader through their stories 
growing up Brown, which also explored the intrapersonal dimension of self-authorship 
and question, who am I? The remaining two dimensions of how do I know? 
(epistemological) and how do I want to construct relationships with others? 
(interpersonal) are also highlighted along with discussions for each of the three 
dimensions and participants’ meaning making in ethnic identity and self-authorship. 
The stages of self-authorship discussed in the discussion will be re-shared (see Table 
2). 
 I begin the chapter with a brief synopsis of participants’ experience navigating 
the intrapersonal dimension shared in Chapter IV and follow with a discussion on the 
patterns (see Table 4) that emerged from that dimension, including (a) shifting in their 
Brownness and (b) understanding identity intersectionality. Next, I explore the 
epistemological and interpersonal dimension patterns (see Table 4) that emerged 
throughout the inquiry. Patterns that emerged for the epistemological dimension were 
(a) transformation of self and (b) validation of self, while the interpersonal dimension 
patterns that emerged were (a) responsibilities to family and (b) being alone and the 
“lonely one.” Each of the patterns was also influenced by navigating White 
socialization as a Brown woman in graduate school. All emergent patterns are 
supported by excerpts from the participants’ testimonios, focus group conversations, 
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reflections, and creative expressions from both individual (see Figures 2, 3, 4, 5, and 
6) and collaborative collage art (see Figure 7). The findings in this chapter are 
analyzed through the lens of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) and Mestiza 
consciousness (Anzaldúa, 1987) with the goal of sharing the lived experiences of the 
five Brown women in graduate school who participated in this inquiry. Specifically, 
intersectionality was used to analyze how the women holistically navigated their 
identity as Brown women from the intersecting lens of their various social identities 
(i.e., race/ethnicity, social class, first generation status, gender, etc.). Mestiza 
consciousness was used to analyze how the participants made meaning of their ability 
to reject the duality of right and wrong decision-making and identify choices that 
resonated with them in their knowledge creation, relationships, and understanding of 
their identity. Third, I continue the discussion of the findings through implications for 
students, student affairs practitioners and administrators, and faculty. Finally, I 
conclude the chapter with recommendations for future research. In the next section, I 
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Figure 7. Collective collage, March 8, 2018. 
 
Intrapersonal Dimension 
 In the intrapersonal dimension of self-authorship, an individual seeks clarity 
about who they are and what they believe. Through a process of exploring values and 
lived experiences, an internal voice and core are uncovered and used to inform the 
epistemological and interpersonal dimensions of self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 
2001; Kegan, 1994). For the participants in this inquiry, their stories growing up 
Brown informed the meaning they made about who they were and how they made 
decisions about what they believed and why; specifically, the participants’ experiences 
with shifting identity terminology and their recognition of how their identity 
intersectionality informed their intrapersonal dimension of self-authorship. The next 
section will summarize the participants’ processes of ethnic and racial identity 
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development and how each were informed by their identity intersectionality. In 
addition, a discussion on the saliency of the participants’ Brownness and identity 
intersectionality is shared to provide understanding on the experience of being Brown 
in graduate school.   
 The dynamics of race and ethnicity are so interwoven, and it is difficult to 
untangle the experiences of being Brown. As such, the participants in this inquiry did 
not attempt to do so and embraced the intersectionality of both race and ethnicity. As a 
result, Brown or Brownness referred to their intersectional identity of being both 
racially and ethnically Brown as shared in Chapter IV. Through their storytelling two 
patterns emerged related to their identity, which were (a) shifting in their Brownness 
and (b) understanding their intersectionality. The participants reflected on how their 
identity shifted over time based on the messaging they received in their upbringing 
from external authority, family, peers, church/faith, their education, and the law. These 
external influences informed how the participants chose identifiers to describe their 
ethnic and racial identity. In fact, each of the participants talked about the complexity 
of choosing an identifier and how it created internal conflict(s) for them because of the 
intersectionality they experienced in their lives. Specifically, the participants talked 
about how geographic location, language, nationality, religion, and social class 
impacted the ways in which they viewed their Brownness and ethnic identity. 
Throughout the stories, the participants modeled intersectionality in their Brownness 
and understood that their Brownness was present in everything they did and in every 
space they were in and that that was not going to change.  
 The participant stories outlined each of their individual processes of ethnic 
identity development, which also moved through the dimensions of self-authorship 
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from reliance on external authority to building their own internal truths in their 
Brownness in college. For instance, all the participants talked about how their families 
were their biggest influence on their idea(s) of Brownness in both race and ethnic 
identity development. Families influenced the participants’ Brownness through 
enforcing the use of Spanish only at home (Victoria and Augustina), not speaking 
Spanish (Berniece), playing bingo/going to Spanish concerts/watching movies as a 
family (Ximena), and listening to corridos (ballads)/watching the Spanish TV 
station/eating Mexican food (Dolores) were all examples they understood about their 
Brownness from their families. In addition, in telling their stories their Brownness was 
also described from an intersectional perspective where components of social class, 
documentation status, religion, and education status informed their understanding of 
their Brownness. Intersectional experiences included living in the projects (Dolores), 
involvement in the church (Augustina), having both Tejana (Texas) and Mexican roots 
(Ximena), deportation of a parent (Victoria), and parents graduating with a General 
Education Diploma at the same time as high school graduation (Berniece).  
 The participants carried the messaging from external authority with them into 
college, which provided them with a foundation to form their own realities and truths 
about their Brownness. Their undergraduate studies served as a crossroads for them to 
reflect and recognize how much their families influenced their Brownness. 
Specifically, they began to see how their intersectionality informed their Brownness in 
different ways than they had learned from their families. The participants experienced 
changes in their relationships with family and noticed they felt encouraged to 
challenge their family about their beliefs or ways of doing things. Ways the 
participants engaged demonstrated their challenges of both external influences were 
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studying abroad (Ximena), coming out as a part of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer community (Victoria), creating a fake “bae” or significant other 
(Dolores), advocating for other marginalized groups (Berniece), and practicing 
vulnerability versus “not showing weakness” (Augustina). These experiences were 
difficult for each of the participants because it meant they had to challenge their 
families who were central in developing their identity as Brown women. Each of the 
participant’s internal dialogue when deciding to challenge family expectations 
encouraged each to prioritize an internal voice over external influences and begin to 
build trust in herself and knowledge about who she was and how she identified.  
 The participants’ application of intersectionality expanded their identity as 
Brown women and encourage them to define what being Brown meant for them. The 
incorporation of both their external influences with the new realities they learned in 
their undergraduate program required the participants to blend their identities and 
experiences and co-exist as Brown women in higher education. Co-existing in a 
borderland space (Anzaldúa, 1987) also required the participants to balance multiple 
realities and practice unapologetic decision-making in how they showed up in their 
identities in both higher education and home (family) spaces. The preparation the 
women received in their undergraduate programs practicing co-existence supported 
their transition to graduate school. Dolores shared how her understanding of her Latina 
identity supported her experience in graduate school. She said, 
Now more than ever [that I am in graduate school] I am very aware of my 
identities and what that means in the spaces I am in. I am who I am, and 
nothing is ever going to change that. Being in a graduate program has made me 
even more proud of being a Brown woman. I’m doing the things I was told so 
many times that I would never be able to do. I want people to know that I’m 
never going to quit just because someone or a few people think or say that this 
isn’t a space for a Brown woman.  
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 Having confidence as both individuals and as a collective group of Brown 
women in graduate school was something all the participants resonated with in their 
reflections of listening each other’s stories of identity development and 
intersectionality. They chose to represent their experiences of co-existence with flower 
petals in the collaborative collage (see Figure 7). The petals first appear as separate 
and not in alignment with co-existence to then being connected and in alignment in 
their experiences as Brown graduate student women. The symbolism behind their 
meaning making of co-existence in the collage demonstrated the difficulty of honoring 
both their Brownness and intersectionality in graduate school. The next section 
describes the epistemological dimension patterns of self-authorship found throughout 
this inquiry, including self-transformation and self-validation. 
Epistemological Dimension 
 The epistemological dimension explores the question, how do I know? (Baxter 
Magolda, 2001; Kegan, 1994) and aims to understand the meaning making process by 
which individuals know what they know about the world around them. Informed by an 
individual’s family, peers, media, and systems, the construction of knowledge is a 
socialized process that is unique to each individual (Harro, 2000). For the participants 
in the inquiry, their epistemological dimension was influenced by their strategies and 
experiences as Brown, first-generation women students versus experiences or 
recommendations on how to navigate graduate school from family or peers. 
Participants’ self-transformation and self-validation demonstrated their navigation of 
the epistemological dimension of self-authorship. The first pattern discussed is the 
self-transformation and how participants shifted in their understanding of how to 
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navigate graduate school after experiencing the intersectionality of being a Brown 
woman and first generation in graduate school. 
Self-Transformation 
 Identifying as first-generation students in higher education, the participants 
relied on their experiences in their undergraduate programs to inform their 
understanding of how to navigate graduate school. For instance, four of the five 
participants made the decision to attend the same institution for both their 
undergraduate and graduate studies (see Table 5), which provided them familiarity of 
the campus environment and the resources available to them. The familiarity of 
campus was helpful for the participants; however, they still were unsure of what to 
expect in graduate school as first-generation students. 
 For Augustina, she had the opportunity to build relationships with her faculty 
in her graduate program through courses in her undergraduate studies. She shared that 
her faculty “thought she was a great student” in her undergraduate program, and she 
wanted to maintain the same impression of being a “stellar student” in graduate 
school. At the same time, in her first year of graduate school Augustina was 
navigating and supporting her family through her mom’s illness and did not want to 
show that home life was affecting her school work. She said, “I feel like, oh, if I’m in 
grad school, I have to be a stellar student. I have to be performing to what is expected 
of me, and I can’t show weakness, or I can’t show that [my mom’s illness] is affecting 
me.” Augustina also talked about her fear of showing weakness and “sticking it out to 
get through hard times” in her identity as a Latina/Brown, working class woman. As a 
result, Augustina avoided saying anything about her mom until her illness escalated. 
She shared: “It came to a point where things were just escalating at home, and so I was 
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like, ‘Well, I don’t know what to do, what do I do? How do I?’ . . . I’m scared to reach 
out and talk to my professors about what’s going on.” The inner dialogue Augustina 
had with herself about asking for support encouraged her to be vulnerable and reach 
out to her professors. Her professors “were very supportive,” which she felt resulted 
from their previous relationship with each other. From that situation, Augustina 
realized that she could ask for support and still be seen as a “stellar student,” which 
was important for Augustina and made her an advocate for other students to use their 
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 Ximena also resonated with Augustina’s experience in asking for support as 
someone who was in her same program and attended the same institution for her 
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undergraduate and graduate studies (see Table 5). The difference for Ximena, 
however, was that she made the decision to pursue a degree in an area different than 
her undergraduate studies. She did not have any previous relationships with her 
faculty, which made her feel intimated despite knowing the campus and resources 
available to her. She shared, 
I didn’t have that foundation to jump into the master’s program, I didn’t have 
all that background knowledge. So, even in classes [I didn’t have the] social 
knowledge. I was very quiet. I was intimidated by my peers more than 
anything.  
 
Ximena felt that she would read all the required articles and text books to be prepared 
for class. Yet, after discussing what she read with her peers in class, she did not have 
the same conclusions or reflections that they did. She reflected, 
I would do everything I needed to do, but then going in, and discussing 
everything and realizing like, “I didn’t get that,” I was, in my mind, I had 
something completely different. So, I know I felt intimidated to talk, because 
being a master’s student, I didn’t want to sound stupid, they’re like, “How did 
you get that? Like, where did you even get that from?” 
 
The feeling of not “wanting to sound stupid” also carried over to Ximena’s 
relationships with her faculty. Specifically, she did not want her faculty to think she 
did not understand the content in class because she was Latina, and she was not trying 
hard enough. She said, “I don’t want [my faculty] to be like, “Oh, she’s Latina, [she’s 
not understanding the content] because she’s not trying hard enough, is she not 
working?” “Does she even belong in this program?” Being Latina and in a master’s 
program, Ximena felt the responsibility to represent her culture. In fact, she shared 
that when she entered the program, she looked for others that “looked like her” 
racially to see who she could go to for support. It was important for Ximena to find 
connections in her lived experiences and identity because of the judgment she felt she 
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would receive about her success as a student because of her racial/ethnic identity. She 
shared she was one of three Latinas in her program and that they all relied on each 
other the first semester of the program because of their shared identity. In her second 
semester, however, Ximena recognized she was not always going to be in classes with 
the other two Latina students, so she decided to reach out to her peers and faculty for 
support “when she absolutely needed it.” She shared, 
After that first semester, I did go in and get help from different professors who 
were willing to help, and willing to explain stuff if I needed help. . . . So, I feel 
just having their support, it helped me be more open about my struggles. . . . 
Maybe not with everyone would I feel comfortable enough to do that, but there 
are definitely some that I felt really open to, and to be able to go talk when I 
was struggling, when I was sinking, when I didn’t understand something to get 
that extra support from them. 
 
 Dolores also expressed the feeling of having to make hard decisions to ask for 
support in graduate school. She said that she knew she “was not always going to have 
someone” in class that would understand her experience. She said, 
Truth is I’m not always going to have someone [that I identify with] in every 
single space. So, I need to find the courage or build up the courage somehow, 
even if I’m scared inside, or I’m nervous or whatever, or, I don’t think that this 
is going to be a good outcome, but I’m going to do it anyways. I’m not always 
going to have someone physically there. So, then I’ve got to do it. I feel like it 
was just you sink or your swim. You pick. That’s it. There’s no in between, 
there’s no floating. You have to pick. And I was not going to sink. So, my only 
other option was to swim. So, that’s what I had to do. So, I feel . . . like there 
really was no process, I think I just thought about it, and I was like, “Well, 
fuck man, like I going to do something, because no one’s going to do it for 
me.” . . . I needed to do it for myself. 
 
The courage to ask for support and engage in her program, a way that felt authentic to 
her, was a shift for Dolores from her first year. She talked about not feeling like her 
true self in the first year of graduate school. She expressed she felt that she hid who 
she was and acted “very White” in how she talked and engaged with others. Her 
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behavior “acting White” did not feel normal to her almost as if she was looking into a 
mirror covered in Whiteness (see Figure 7). She said, 
This second year opposed to my first year is a lot different. I feel like my first 
year I really wasn’t my true self. I don’t know, the way I talk, or the way that I 
go into a space. If you interact with me, daily, you know how I am, and I 
wasn’t like that my first semester. I’d walk into class, and like, “Hey, how are 
you?” You know, very civil, very White. [I wasn’t my] normal self. And now, 
I feel like this year, I don’t know what it was, I don’t know if it was like the 
vibe of this new cohort, or just me like, “Well, fuck it, why am I going to be 
hiding how I truly am?” Or, maybe I finally felt like I was . . . like I had what I 
needed to be my true self, not that I wasn’t confident, it was that the 
environment wasn’t fitting, or I didn’t know how to make [graduate school] fit. 
 
 Being Brown and in graduate school, the participants did not always feel they 
fit into the environment or conversations that occurred in their classrooms. Victoria 
commented that being in an environment where no one gets your experience was 
difficult and a risk to her identity, and that she felt similar to a mismatched flower or 
string of disconnected petals (see Figure 7). She shared, 
Being in an environment where nobody gets your energy, or you’re making a 
comment about something that relates to your experience, and nobody gets it. 
So, then that’s when I’m like . . . is it better for me to share the experience and 
put it out there so people think about it? Or, is it too much? I’m always like the 
guinea pig. Let me bring this out, and then people dissect your stuff. . . . You 
just put your shit out there, and people [do with it what they want] and then 
leave when they’re [done]. 
 
Because of the negative impact in her first year of sharing her lived experience, 
Victoria made the decision not to share as much of her story in her second year. In 
addition, she felt she was not receiving support or connection to her peers or faculty, 
which caused her to disengage. She said, 
Sometimes I walk into a class and I don’t acknowledge anybody because I 
know nobody’s here for my vision, or you haven’t shared that in a way that 
connects. So, I just come in, sit down and do my thing . . . we’re not here to 
make friends. We’re not here to support each other. We’re here for survival of 




Victoria also talked about how she felt she could only rely on herself and Dolores to 
process her survival in graduate school. Their relationship was unique in that they 
lived together, worked as graduate assistants in the same office, and were in the same 
graduate program (see Table 5). Because of their connected experiences in graduate 
school, Victoria and Dolores validated each other’s exhaustion without having to 
express it in words. Victoria said, “I’d get home from work; [Dolores and I] wouldn’t 
even turn on the lights. We would just sit. We would just sit in the dark. Just stare. 
Didn’t even talk. That’s it. Because we didn't know what to talk about.” 
 As a first-year master’s student, Berniece reflected similar experiences about 
her graduate program as Dolores and Victoria (see Table 5). She said she thought she 
was “transitioning sooner” in understanding how to navigate graduate school as a 
Latina woman. In particular, she named that her relationships with students who had 
shared identities (such as Dolores) gave her space to vent and process the negative 
impact she was experiencing in her classes from both her White peers and faculty. In 
her processing, she questioned why she felt the need to smile and make her peers feel 
comfortable even after they created hostile environment for her in graduate school. 
She shared, 
I’m not going to do things that [make my classmates] feel comfortable. Like 
walking down the hall and smiling at people. Does that make you feel 
comfortable? Am I doing anything for me? No, I’m not. So, I’m not going to 
smile at you. I don’t care if you’re here or not. I’m starting to notice these 
things for myself. And why am I doing it? Why [am I] doing things to make 
people feel comfortable.  
 
The shift in her desire to make her peers feel comfortable also helped Berniece 
identify as change she felt in her relationships with others. She continued, 
And I feel like definitely my relationships have changed. Like last semester I 
was cool with everyone. I would want to come in and talk to people. And I [did 
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not understand why the students of Color were frustrated, so I questioned] 
“Why is everyone so hostile? Why is everyone so angry?” But then it turned 
into [me recongizing the] hostility was legitimate because [White students] are 
saying stupid shit all the fucking time. Like shut up. If you don’t know what 
you’re saying, if you don’t understand, talk to the teacher in private. Ask 
somebody in private. But if you're just going to keep saying things all the time, 
that’s when I get mad and I get frustrated. 
 
The frustration Berniece felt from her White peers empowered her to communicate her 
opinion through her facial expressions when she did not agree with the actions or 
contributions of her White peers. For faculty, she built relationships only with faculty 
who made her feel validated, and for faculty who did not meet her expectations she 
made sure she communicated with them about how they impacted her and her 
experience in the classroom. She said, 
I create relationships with [faculty] who make me feel validated [and/or] take 
the effort to acknowledge [the hostility] really happening [in the classroom]. 
And I think that’s just like two [faculty] right now. Even maybe one and a half, 
I’ll say. I won’t even say two for real. But that’s it. And then the other [faculty] 
if [they] say something stupid, I send them a shitty ass e-mail. Like I’ve done it 
already this semester, because it’s ridiculous. It’s just ridiculous. I just can’t 
believe that I’m in a master’s class and we’re still in same spot that I felt like I 
was three years ago.  
 
Being authentic in her responses to her peers and faculty allowed Berniece to engage 
in her program in the way that felt connected to her and her identity. She said, “I’m 
going to live my life. And I’m going to do this program the way I’m going to do it.” 
At the time of the inquiry, the transitions the participants experienced throughout their 
programs brought hope and encouragement to them as they prepared to graduate or 
enter their second year of graduate school.  
 Upon entering graduate school each of the participants were entering the 
crossroads of self-authorship and learning to prioritize their ways of knowing while 
navigating the systemic challenges in higher education of being Brown, first 
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generation women in graduate school. The experiences the participants had in their 
first year/semester of their programs encouraged them to shift how they incorporated 
their true selves into the classroom and confidence in the choices they made and were 
committing to in graduate school. As they moved toward securing their internal 
commitments in self-authorship, the participants also expressed feeling a shift toward 
new beginnings in navigating their identities and future experiences as Brown, first-
generation women in graduate school. Similar to the transformation of a butterfly (see 
Figure 7), the participants recognized developing their trust in their knowledge was a 
process, which led them to engage in their authentic selves. 
 Existing as their authentic selves in graduate school, the participants created a 
new space of consciousness that did not require them to separate their identities and 
lived experiences as Brown, first-generation women in graduate school from their 
student identity. The process of achieving their new consciousness, however, required 
the participants to stop engaging with and reject socialized ideas of how to be a 
graduate student. As a result, their navigation in graduate school looked different, 
contributing to the process of reclaiming their true selves. The next section talks about 
self-validation and the role it played in supporting participants experience as Brown, 
first-generation women in graduate school. 
Self-Validation 
 
 As the participants talked about trusting in their knowledge of how to navigate 
graduate school, three out of the five participants recognized that they relied solely on 
themselves for validation to inform the decisions they made. Internal pep talks 
appeared to be the most used form of validation for the three participants. Specifically, 
as Brown, first-generations students in higher education, the participants had to find 
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ways to validate their decision to attend graduate school when family did not 
understand the graduate school process. Dolores shared that she held many pep talks 
with herself when she first started graduate school. She said,  
I started doing [pep talks] when I started the grad program, because I felt so 
insecure. We start[ed] mid-August, so I feel like the whole month of August, 
man I would doubt myself. Like I would be sitting on the couch, and I would 
think about going into grad school, and I would just start crying. Like, even 
just thinking about it now, just because I felt so much fear. Like am I going to 
be good enough . . . and then you add in being Brown and how many Brown 
people do you see in grad school? Well, not that many.  
 
Having just graduated with her bachelor’s degree when she made the decision to 
attend graduate school, Dolores was conflicted with the idea of attending school for 
another two years while navigating the pain of being a Brown, first-generation woman 
in graduate school. She reflected, 
I also think of two more years of all this pain that our families don’t know 
about [in graduate school]. So, I feel like I pep talk myself now, I pep talk 
myself all the time going into class or any presentation. I feel like these pep 
talks have become a part of my thing. And fortunately and unfortunately, I feel 
like [pep talks] are going to be a part of my thing, of preparing myself forever. 
Just because of the spaces I’m going to be in for the rest of my life. [Because 
the spaces I will enter in the future will not] always [be] welcoming space[s].  
 
Similarly, Dolores talked about her grad assistantship and how she felt intimidated in a 
meeting where she was representing her office amongst other campus administrators 
such as vice presidents, deans, legal counsel, and chief of police. She did not do her 
pep talk. and she felt so nervous and questioned her ability as a graduate assistant of 
Color. She shared, 
The other day I went to meeting [for my grad assistantship], and I was like, 
“Okay, it’s going to be fine.” I didn’t do this like little pump-up thing, and 
man, I was so intimidated. So, intimidated in that meeting. It wasn’t even 
necessarily the people; it was just the space. You know what I mean? . . . we 
don’t see a whole lot of folks that look like us in there. . . . I was so freaking 
nervous to ask a question that would sound stupid. Like well if I say something 
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is it going to be stupid? Maybe I shouldn’t be here because I’m just a [graduate 
assistant], a [graduate assistant] of Color. 
 
Dolores explained further about how she motivated herself to re-enter graduate school 
spaces each day. She shared that she often thought about all the experiences she had 
been through in her life and how she used to think those experiences were the worst 
she would ever experience. Her recalling the pain and uncertainty in those experiences 
made her feel like “you can do this.” She continued, 
There’s so much more out there [beyond graduate school], you can do so much 
more or, you know what, if you fail or whatever—you have people. Like it’s 
okay, it’s going to be fine. It’s not the end all. And, you already accomplished 
so much. Like you’ve already done so much. And if you can’t do [graduate 
school] you’re not going throw your hands up in the air and say you can’t do it. 
You’re going to figure it out, some way or another, so I felt like you’re going 
be fine [in graduate school]. You didn’t think that you could go through four 
years [in your undergrad], and you went through four years, and all the shit 
that happened in the four years. 
 
 Victoria and Berniece also resonated with Dolores and her need to always 
validate herself. For Victoria she did not feel she received validation from her family, 
“the people it should be” coming from. She shared as tears ran down her face,  
I have to validate myself. I have to say, “Good job Victoria. And sometimes I 
don’t believe it. Or like people tell me like, “Oh good job.” And I’m like 
really? Like that was cool, you like that? Because I don’t hear [validation] or 
maybe like my mom will go tell the neighbor, “Oh my daughter’s in school,” 
this and that. It irritates me when she starts telling people because I’m like 
when have you ever fuckin’ told me that you’re proud of me? You tell 
everybody else that you’re proud of me, but you don’t tell me.  
 
The pain of not receiving validation from family impacted Victoria more than she 
shared. In fact, she left the focus group conversation after reflecting about the lack of 
validation she received from family to re-center herself from crying and expressing the 
frustration she felt. Victoria felt as if she always had to validate herself or as she 
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phased it “fill her bucket” in anticipation of supporting herself through graduate 
school.  
 For Berniece, she felt she did not have anyone to validate her in graduate 
school. She “wished that she was validated more” by family or peers in graduate 
school. She said, 
I feel like, I wish I was like validated more. Or I wish that, I dunno like . . . 
[Dolores] was saying you have Victoria, I feel like I don’t have anybody. Like, 
I don’t have someone who understands like actually what I’m doing [in 
graduate school]. 
As a first-generation Latina in graduate school, Berniece acknowledged that she did 
feel her family was supportive; however, none of her family “understood” what she 
experienced in graduate school. She talked about her relationships with each, her 
husband, mom, and grandma, and how their idea of support all conflicted with the 
validation she needed and wanted. She shared, 
I don’t have anyone who [validates me] . . . my [husband] doesn’t . . . I’m very 
much an activist, and like I care about shit, a lot. So, when people say things 
offensive, or people say things and it’s just like, he’ll even say, “Oh here we 
go.” And it’s just like, just support me. Just understand, like this is what I’m 
going through. This is how I look at things, or like my parents. I talk to my 
mom every day [about graduate school], but she doesn’t understand. Like for 
the first time in my life, I got a 4.0, in a master’s program. That’s the first time 
that’s ever happened. It’s just like, she doesn’t say “Oh, how’s school going?” 
Or, “Oh how’s this going?” Or my Grandma, she’s just like, “When are you 
coming home? When are you going be home today [from school]?” And it’s 
just like, do you understand what my day’s like? Do you understand? And it’s 
just like, I wish I had somebody who was just there, like, “Have a good day!” 
Or like, “Oh you have a project due today?” Or “Oh you’re staying up writing 
a paper? Let me make you a cup of coffee.” I don’t have that. I don’t have 
anyone who understands [what it is like to be in graduate school], or who like, 
takes the time.  
 
Berniece did not feel she had any validation of what she was doing in graduate school. 
In addition, she felt as if she was constantly being oppressed as a woman because of 
the pressure she felt from her husband and grandma to be home and caring for both. 
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As a result, Berniece often found validation in her graduate assistantship supervisor, 
who served as a mentor and a mom away from home for a lot of the Brown students 
on campus in both graduate and undergraduate studies. She said, “I feel like the only 
person who [understands the experience of graduate school] is [my supervisor] 
because I work with her. But she’s so busy all the time, [and] I feel bad to interrupt her 
and to talk to her [about graduate school].” Dolores, Victoria, and Berniece all felt 
they had to seek validation from themselves most of the time. Victoria reflected that 
she was sad that the three of them had similar experiences in having to validate 
themselves. She said, 
I keep thinking [about] the first time we had our focus thing. [Berniece], you 
were sharing [how you did not have anyone to validate you] and I went home, 
and I was really sad. It’s shitty we feel these things, it’s shitty we have to 
experience them a lot of the times by ourselves. . . . So, we need to [check in 
on] each other. I guess I’m feeling in a place where nobody is checking in with 
anybody. We’re just going through the motions [to] just get [graduate school] 
done. 
 
The three women agreed that they all needed to do a better job of checking in on each 
other and other Brown women. In addition, they chose the words chillona (whiner), 
cabrona (bitch), and chingona (aggressive), and their reclaimed meanings of 
opinionated (chillona), strong/fierce (cabrona), bad ass (chingona) woman to describe 
themselves and how they planned to approach the remainder of the semester/year in 
graduate school (see Figure 7).  
 Validation is an important part of student development and success in higher 
education (Rendón, 1994), and has a significant role in an individual’s transition from 
leaving the crossroads to solely internal in self-authorship development (see Table 2) 
(Baxter Magolda & King, 2008). For Dolores, Victoria, and Berniece, validating 
themselves in their graduate school process required them to trust their internal voices 
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to navigate their graduate student experiences. Their identity intersectionality of being 
Brown, first-generation women students also influenced their reason to seek validation 
within their own selves. First, not having family understand what it meant to be in 
graduate school and how to support someone in graduate school prompted the 
women’s decision to find validation from within themselves. In addition, having 
limited faculty who understood or identified with their lived experiences pushed them 
away from seeking any validation regardless of the faculty’s understanding of 
graduate school navigation.  
 Dolores, Victoria, and Berniece also knew their self-validation strategy was 
not sustainable, which was apparent through the emotion expressed by each as they 
shared their frustration with having to validate themselves. The difference between the 
three, however, was that Dolores and Victoria were in the final semester of their 
program, whereas, Berniece still had three semesters to finish her program. All three 
appeared to be moving toward building an internal foundation as they expressed 
confidence in knowing how to navigate graduate school from experiencing it and 
knowing who they could rely on to validate them. 
 Finally, the women’s experience of validating themselves also meant they were 
straddling the realities of being both Brown women and graduate students. Their first-
generation student identity created a bridge between their identities as Brown women 
and graduate students and placed them in a border identity (Anzaldúa, 1987) where 
neither family nor faculty could validate their existence. Therefore, the women existed 
in a border all while creating, managing, and distributing validation for themselves. 
The next section describes the interpersonal dimension patterns of self-authorship 
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found throughout this inquiry, including responsibility to family and being alone and 
the “lonely one.” 
Interpersonal Dimension 
 Scholars described the interpersonal dimension of self-authorship (Baxter 
Magolda, 2001; Kegan, 1994) as answering the question, how do I want to construct 
relationships with others? Constructing relationships with others requires meaning 
making around how an individual’s values align with the person one is wanting to 
engage with in a relationship, and how if aligned their values will benefit each other. 
Similarly, the participants in this inquiry shared how they navigated their values in 
relationships as Brown women in graduate school with family and peers in their 
graduate program. Participants’ responsibility to family and being alone and the 
“lonely one” demonstrated their navigation of the interpersonal dimension of self-
authorship. The first pattern discussed is the responsibility to family and the 
experiences they navigated with family while in graduate school. 
Responsibility to Family 
 Family always held importance for participants growing up Brown, and 
enrolling in graduate school did not minimize the importance of family. The values 
and traditions instilled in them around family, however, were put to the test in 
graduate school. Specifically, the expectation to maintain responsibilities to family 
became complex for the women to navigate as graduate students. For Victoria, she felt 
that she “could not be number one on the list” when it came to her family, which 
meant her needs were never placed ahead of her family. She had been placed in this 
role as “the mom,” which made everyone’s “struggle, or their issue, or their pain” 
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more important than her own. She talked about “dealing with” her own stuff when 
everyone else was asleep because that was her time. She continued,   
But like, 9 a.m. to 12 p.m., it’s all [family], regardless of if it’s my mom, my 
nieces, my brothers, my dad, who doesn’t even live in this country. But I’m 
always like, “Hey what are you doing? What’d you do today? Is your car 
working?” All these things that I have to think about and constantly. So yes, 
I’m a grown-ass woman and sometimes I can’t act like one because, you know, 
I got to do all these things because it’s like, fuck. 
 
Victoria questioned why she always had put everyone else’s needs before her own, 
and why everyone else’s needs dictated how she made decisions. For instance, her 
choice to pursue graduate school was for her, and it was to advance her community 
and make her family proud as the first to graduate from college in her family. She 
reflected:  
It’s always for somebody else. Like, to advance your community or to be the 
first one in your family . . . [It is] for me to walk across the stage and know that 
I did it. Yes, and for my mom to watch me do it, and like all these things. And 
it’s really shitty because I kept thinking like, they don’t know how hard it is to 
be away.  
 
The distance in miles between school and home was difficult for Victoria. and she 
expressed this through tears and said she could not “feel what [she was] feeling 
because she [had] to worry about someone else.” Victoria’s responsibility to family 
restricted her ability to embrace her emotions and tend to her needs because she 
always had to be available to support her family. All Victoria wanted was to be able to 
live doors away from her mom and do the day-to-day things (i.e., walk her dog) with 
her. She wanted for her dad to ride in the car with her and be able to see her apartment, 
and because of his documentation status that was not possible. The distance, therefore, 
made her constantly worry. She said, 
Yeah, you’re fuckin’ worried because that’s your mom, but you’re worried 
about your little sister and your brother and what is your dad going do. I keep 
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thinking, I said to Berniece, “I’ve been drinking a lot lately, like I don’t want 
to be drinking, why am I drinking?” And she’s like, “Well, there’s a lot of shit 
going on in your life.”. And I’m like, “When is there not shit going on in my 
life?” [Its] like this constant revolving door.  
The constant revolving door was something Victoria prepared for in advance. Her 
brother had recently gone to jail, and she knew that her family was going to need her 
to be there. So, for the last two months she prepared. She shared, 
You have to prepare yourself to like, you know my brother went to jail in 
January. That’s how I started off my year. And to have the last two months to 
think . . . [Victoria] fill your bucket. Fill your bucket, fill your bucket. Because 
you’re going to need shit. People are going to start asking you for things and 
he’s going be [in jail] so you have to do stuff and you’re not going to have 
time to fill your bucket. Like, I’m preparing to support and do all these things 
for my family, and I’m also graduating. And I had said I’m not going to go 
[home] every weekend, this and that. I’m going to save money. Well, his kids 
need shit. Or he needs money in there. I’m not going to tell my mom, “Hey, 
you give him this,” or, “you pay for that.” So, there goes savings. This is where 
I’m at. 
 
Victoria felt that supporting her entire family “held [her] back” from doing the things 
she wanted to do as well. She knew it was not fair that she was constantly having to 
“fight” or provide the guidance and support for her family to advance even when she 
felt like they did not want to move forward. She felt as if she was always holding the 
responsibility of being “mom” in her family. She equated her role as “mom” to 
“fighting three fights all at once and her family was not even fighting one.” Victoria 
was clear that she was always going to be there for her family, and she also wished 
that her family “loved her as hard as she loved them or showed up for her like she 
showed up for them.”  
 Dolores’s experiences and role with her families were very similar to Victoria. 
Specifically, she felt the cultural ties to family were always going to be there, which 
greatly influenced how she made decisions for herself. She shared,  
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I feel like no matter where I end up, no matter if I have my Ph.D. or I’m this 
bomb-ass V.P. or A.V.P. I feel like I’m always going to be a little kid, when it 
comes to my family. Like, I’m always going have to be there. . . . I can’t even 
imagine ever saying, “Well, my mom is a grown-ass woman, so she needs to 
worry for herself, and I need to worry about myself, and that’s that.” There 
wouldn’t be no way that I would ever be able to do that. No matter how heavy 
and tiring it is to be there, to be that person in your family, I feel like no matter 
what I do. Like, it’s always going be there, no matter where I want to be, and it 
also impacts what I want to do for myself 
 
The exhaustion Dolores expressed about the expectation to always “be there” was 
physically visible as she shared her perspective. She continued by reflecting on having 
to experience all she does in graduate school as the “only one” of Color, and a first-
generation college and graduate student, and then having to navigate home life with 
family. She said,  
Through our whole journey of being in school. . . . They don’t know what 
that’s like. They don’t know what it’s like to sit in a classroom full of White 
students and be the only one. They don’t know what it’s like to not find your 
group, or going to class and all you experience in class, just what you 
experience on your own. Being by yourself with no family around and then 
hearing of all this stuff that goes on [at home].  
 
Her exhaustion was also witnessed in her initial testimonio as she talked about 
growing up poor, living in the projects, and having to be a “little mom” in holding 
responsibilities such as buying a house for her family. Dolores came to the conclusion 
that “you’re always going to care for your family no matter what or your family is 
going to be there no matter what you have going on” and that it is also okay to be 
selfish. Being selfish for Dolores, however, was a lot easier said than done. She 
reflected, 
I feel like we do have to be selfish. We’ve all been working for this our whole 
life. And it comes to a point where maybe you should say, “Fuck it.” I love 
you, family, and I’m always going be there, but I’m going be there from afar. 
But doing that is hard, because, at least for me. Man, like, “Fuck, that’s my 




 Augustina echoed Dolores’s perspective as she reflected on her first year of 
graduate school and having to navigate her mom being in the hospital for a liver 
transplant. Specifically, from her identity as the oldest female in the family, she was 
questioned about her progress in graduate school and why she was not home to care 
for her mom. She shared, 
My first year of grad school, I had to deal with [my mom being in the hospital] 
and how do you do that when your family is [an hour away] and you’re in 
school, starting off grad school. And [being] the oldest female . . . if I would 
have been at home, all that responsibility of taking care of the home because 
your mom’s not there. . . . Everything would have fallen on me. So, I got 
questioned a lot and it even got to the point where I questioned if I should have 
been in grad school at the time, because in our family, in our culture, it’s 
something that. . . . You have to be there for your family if they’re sick. You 
have to take care of them. 
 
The responsibility of caring for family when they were sick or growing older was a 
value that resonated with all the women as they each had received similar messages 
growing up Brown. The internal conflict of having to choose between family and 
school was a “battle [Augustina] had to go through every day,” and at the end of the 
day she chose to trust her decision to be in graduate school because she knew that her 
mom would want her to stay in school. Specifically, Augustina knew that her pursuing 
graduate school would benefit her and her family in the long run. Her short-term 
decision did not remove the pain of being away from family during her mom’s surgery 
and recovery; however, it supported her to stay motivated and define her role in her 
family as the oldest female that held both her and her family’s needs in mind.  
 Berniece also had caretake responsibilities that impacted her graduate school 
experience. Her experiences, however, were different than the other women in that she 
was the primary caretaker of her grandma. Berniece chose to live with her grandma 
when her parents moved because her grandma was aging, and she did not want to have 
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her to live in a nursing home. She expressed a desire to care for her grandma and be 
there for her daily in case something happened to her. At the same time, she often 
received questions from her grandma about where she was going and when she was 
going to be home, which frustrated Berniece since she was used to her independence 
in college.  
 Also, Berniece was recently married and was still learning how to navigate her 
husband’s “very family oriented” family and their influence on his decision-making. 
In addition, the pressure to have babies was also a frequent topic of conversation that 
Berniece received from her husband’s family. Berniece shared that she did not want to 
have kids (something she had not shared with her husband’s family) and that she 
wanted to focus on herself.  
 Berniece’s unapologetic decision-making also felt selfish to her, especially as 
she navigated decision-making with her husband. She reflected that she felt her 
husband was “baggage, and that she could not make decisions on her own” because 
she knew she would get questioned by her husband. For instance, Berniece had 
planned on attending alternative spring break with her institution and had recently got 
a competitive internship that would take her away from home for three months. She 
was immediately questioned from peers and family about her husband and what he 
was going to do.  
It’s so annoying. Like, I get so frustrated. So, I don’t know, and maybe I 
exclude myself too much and I don’t put myself out there to be like hanging 
around with people, like I have to go home. I always feel like I have to go 




 The frustration Berniece felt along with her identity being first generation 
guided her experiences navigating her responsibilities with family and graduate 
school. She shared, 
I take advantage of every single moment in this program. . . . I have to be the 
best because no one in my family has gotten to do anything like this. Because I 
have to be the best person in this entire program, because my family didn’t get 
to go to college. My family doesn’t get to go to grad school, and I’m doing all 
these things and I think in the back of my head it’s like, maybe I’m thinking 
about my family, but more in reality I’m like, “I’m doing it because no one 
else has gotten to do it so I’m going to take advantage of it.” 
 
She shared that she wanted her husband to take advantage of all these opportunities 
with her, and he did not want to because it would involve being away from family. For 
instance, Berniece talked about the idea of moving out of state after getting her 
master’s degree and that her husband said “no, we can’t do it” because he wanted to 
continue living five minutes away from his family.  
 Berniece’s encouragement from her parents also drove her decision-making 
and desire to take advantage of the privilege she had in being a woman of Color and 
the first in college. She said, 
I am a woman of Color in a master’s program and there are women of Color 
who don’t even get to go to school because their families are asking them to 
get another job. Or their families are asking them to help around the house and 
things like that. So, it’s just like, I take advantage. I want to do everything . . . . 
I’m doing what’s right for me and I want to pave the way.  
 
Berniece also recognized that she was “doing everything” for her family too. She 
continued, 
It is for my family too, because I want to have a nice job, a nice job so that 
when my parents come, they have somewhere to stay. Or I can tell my mom, 
“Hey, I’m making really good money. You can work part time now. You guys 
don’t have to work that much anymore. I can help out. I can send you $200.” 
Or, “Hey, let me pay for a trip for you guys to go and relax,” because my 




 Ximena’s experience navigating her responsibility to family was different than 
the rest of the women. Particularly, Ximena did not have the responsibilities to care 
for siblings, parents, or grandparents, and her family’s working-class status had 
improved since her parents got married which may have lessened her financial stress 
to her family. In addition, Ximena grew up second-generation Latina in the United 
States status, which may have influenced the way she navigated her responsibilities to 
her family. Although, she recognized that she did not know how to negotiate between 
family and other competing priorities until after starting her undergraduate program, 
she felt comfortable challenging her family. She expressed she came from a “super 
close-knit family,” and that before undergrad she would often ask her family to help 
her make decisions because she trusted them and knew they would be there no matter 
what. It was also because of her close-knit family value that she knew she could make 
decisions that went against her family. For instance, she decided to study abroad and 
join a sorority in her undergraduate studies, which her family was not in favor of her 
doing. She framed her decision as something she “had to do for [herself]” and it was 
equally important that her family was a part of each experience. She expressed the 
importance of approaching her decisions with a fair balance that recognizes family as 
number one and doing what feels right for her. She shared, 
At the end of the day [my family’s] opinion does matter to me, and what they 
think or what they say plays a big role in the choices that I make. But it’s, I 
guess, like turning around to say, “Hey! I respect what you all have to say, and 
I respect that maybe some things you all feel aren’t the best choices are what 
I’m doing. And I want you to support me, even if they’re the worst.” Because 
that’s what I feel is right for me in that moment in time. So, it’s having to untie 
the difference between their right, or know what is right for you . . . and 




 The responsibility to family impacted each of the women in unique ways as 
they navigated graduate school. Their individual and collective intersectionality of 
gender, social class, first-generation status, and ethnic identity brought out experiences 
that resonated for each of women as they made decisions that upheld their 
relationships with family and their success as graduate students. The women 
demonstrated they were navigating self-authorship from a solely internal meaning 
making position (Baxter Magolda & King, 2008) in the responsibility they had to their 
family. It was clear family was a core value for each of the women’s internal 
foundation; however, they did not all consistently lead with their internal 
commitments and make choices they felt they could in their relationship with family. 
Yet, they all actively worked to improve and use their internal voice as they managed 
their cultural ties of care and respect for their families.  
 Their shared experience of being first generation was also influential in their 
ability to self-author their relationships with family. Being the first in their family to 
graduate from college and enroll in graduate school was new territory for them and 
their families, and they were literally figuring it out as they navigated graduate school. 
Similar to living in the borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987), the women occupied an in-
between space that allowed them to uphold both priorities of school and family in 
ways that made sense for them at this specific time. Victoria, Dolores, Berniece, and 
Augustina all recognized that their commitments to family were not sustainable and 
that prioritizing themselves more while also supporting family was important moving 
forward. In addition, all the women agreed that they were going to be figuring out how 
to navigate their relationships and value of family forever. Dolores said, 
191 
 
We’re going to be figuring it out forever because now we have another thing 
attached to our identity. Like, at some point, all of us here are going have a 
master’s. And what does that look like in our family? So forever, I feel like 
we’re always going to be figuring it out, because we’re going be so different 
from what our families are like and then there’s going to be so much still that’s 
similar. But then you’re different, but then like, you have a freakin’ master’s. 
And that makes you different already. [We’re] just going to always be figuring 
it out, because we’re just so different now from when we first started college.  
 
The reality of earning a master’s degree did make these women different and similar 
to their families, and these women knew that this would always be their reality. It was, 
however, how they chose to navigate the reality by rejecting to choose between their 
families and school that liberated them to live in the borderlands and self-author their 
own decisions. The next section discusses how participants felt alone and lonely (see 
Figure 7) in navigating relationships while in graduate school. 
Being Alone and the “Lonely One” 
 
 Being a Brown woman in graduate school, the participants often felt alone and 
lonely as one of the only women of Color in their programs. The experience of 
navigating White socialization, White guilt, and racial microaggressions negatively 
impacted four out of five participants and resulted in them isolating themselves to 
avoid harm, which created the feeling of being alone and lonely (see Figure 7). 
Berniece shared that the ignorance of White people sucked and that it was not fun to 
have to navigate all the time. She continued, 
The ignorance of White people. Like White privilege, and the ignorance 
behind it. That’s the shit that I just don’t understand . . . White people privilege 
sucks. Like, it’s just overwhelming. Because it’s a constant thing every day, 
because that’s who runs the college, that’s who runs your job, and everything, 
and will cut your check and things like that, and it’s just like we’re having 
these conversations, because that’s who’s in charge. 
 
The centering of Whiteness and White feelings created impact for Berniece in having 
to always create space for White students to learn and make mistakes in their 
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Whiteness in the classroom. Dolores echoed Berniece’s thoughts about the frustration 
of White privilege and had difficulty practicing empathy with White students’ 
experiences when they were shared in the classroom. She recognized the root of her 
frustration with White people was her anger toward her past and the experiences with 
White people. She shared, 
And I think it also went along with a lot of anger that I had inside about White 
people, and White privilege, and the way that I grew up, and the things that I 
went through. And then here [White people] are, fighting the fight. And 
saying, “It’s exhausting.” “Well, yeah, mother fucker, I’ve been fighting the 
fight my whole damn life. Like you don’t think that’s exhausting?” 
 
The exhaustion of navigating social issues in graduate school became “expensive” for 
Victoria. She shared that she felt that people of Color based relationships from energy 
and non-verbal communication (i.e., facial expressions). For this reason, Victoria often 
took into consideration her “choice” to engage with White students because of the 
energy they took away from her. In her mind, engaging with her White peers was 
expensive because of the energy she had to give to them to explain how they did not 
understand her experience of being a Brown woman in graduate school. Specifically, 
she talked about group work in graduate school and how she chose not to work with 
White people unless she really knew them and how they acted. The negative impact of 
Victoria's experiences navigating Whiteness in graduate school (and outside of 
graduate school) had led her to a place where she had limited her interactions with 
White students. She continued, 
I feel like [experiences in graduate school with Whiteness] pisses me off every 
time. Because why do we have to be going through this. We don’t have to. 
We’ve made the choice to [go to graduate school] because nobody else [has], 




Victoria recognized that she was making a sacrifice for herself and her family, and she 
still she was frustrated that she had to experience negative impact from her White 
peers while in graduate school. 
 For Augustina, she felt she had to be strategic in her approach with her White 
peers. Specifically, she noticed that her White peers were very competitive with her 
and each other. For example, in her statistics course, she shared that she had 
approached a White peer to help her with an assignment because her peer had done 
well on the past assignment. Augustina shared she was met with hesitancy as the 
White student did not want to share work or even talk to her about how to complete 
the homework. From that point on, Augustina knew she could not go to her White 
peers for support.  
 In addition, Augustina talked about how microaggressions also influenced her 
relationships with White peers. She shared that a White peer had microaggressed her 
by assuming that she would not write well in English because her first language was 
Spanish. Augustina shared, she “did not want to waste her time explaining” to her peer 
about how her comment was racist. Augustina expressed that she knew she “had to 
work four times harder to learn English” than her White peer. Similarly, Berniece 
struggled with her White peers’ desire to “hype her up.” She did not understand her 
peers’ decision to compliment her for speaking up and sharing her experience. She 
reflected, 
Why do you feel like you have to hype me up? . . . Why do you feel the need to 
tell me [you’re so passionate]? I don’t owe you anything. You don’t owe me 
anything. I’m not doing it for you. I’m here for myself. You shouldn’t have to 
feel the need to always thank me. You are just doing it to make yourself feel 




Berniece felt that White guilt led her peers’ decision to thank her for contributing to 
classroom discussion, and she chose not to engage with that behavior and re-direct her 
relationships elsewhere. 
 The treatment Berniece, Dolores, Victoria, and Augustina received from their 
White peers encouraged them to seek out relationships with peers who demonstrated 
respect for their identities and experiences. For Augustina, she shared that people of 
Color were her support group, and that she could count on one hand who she knew 
had her back. Victoria resonated with this and also mentioned that she noticed she had 
only built relationships “based on struggle” or with individuals who identified as part 
of a marginalized social group. In addition, she shared that people she was in 
relationship with must have the capacity to “sit with their shit” or privilege. She 
expressed not having energy to deal with people who were not reflective of how their 
actions impacted others, especially underrepresented individuals and communities. As 
a result, she found herself alone and in limited relationships with her peers. Berniece 
echoed Victoria’s sentiment of basing her relationships off of actions. She felt she 
“needed to build relationships for herself” and decide who was really there for her and 
not just to exploit and take from her, regardless if they were White or people of Color. 
Dolores agreed with Victoria and Berniece as well in that although she “did not agree 
with some White people and the ways they handled situations or what they said in 
class,” she created relationships with individuals based on their actions. Specifically, 
she wanted to be in relationships with people who were “trying to understand” the 
impact of their actions and changing their behavior.  
 Navigating peer relationships in graduate school for Berniece, Dolores, 
Victoria, and Augustina was complex as women of Color in their programs. For each 
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woman, intersectionality of being Brown, a graduate student, and first generation 
informed how she made decisions around her relationships with peers. Specifically, 
the women recognized the dominance of Whiteness in their classroom environments, 
which often encouraged their peers’ use of racial microaggressions. The women 
interpreted the messages sent from the microaggressions as signs not to trust or engage 
with their White peers. The decision to disassociate themselves from their White peers 
was difficult, yet the women knew it was the best decision to protect themselves from 
harm that came from their peers’ actions. The women’s decision to trust their internal 
foundation and lived experiences with Whiteness and negotiate peer relationships in 
graduate school demonstrated the women had secured their internal commitments to 
their values, their communities, and themselves.  
 The reality of being alone or the “lonely one” was frustrating and did not feel 
fair to the women. Not only were they first in their families to attend graduate school, 
but they were also limited in the relationships they felt were beneficial to their success 
and lived experiences as Brown women in graduate school. Dismissing the need to be 
in relationships with everyone in their program and practicing discretion with who 
they gave their energy to become an additional layer of the graduate school process 
the women had to navigate. “[Not] know[ing] whether to assimilate, separate, or 
isolate” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 548) required confidence from Berniece, Dolores, 
Victoria, and Augustina to trust their internal voice. The control of their own 
relationships and desire not to be defined by expectations from authority empowered 
the women to have the coraje (courage) (see Figure 7) to survive graduate school 
unmasked and engage authentically with their peers. The next section continues the 
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discussion on the findings of this inquiry through implications for student affairs 
administrators, faculty, practitioners, and students. 
Implications 
 The testimonios of the participants in this inquiry provided several 
implications for practice, including mentorship opportunities, ideas for co-curricular 
engagement, engagement of family in graduate school, capacity building, and mental 
health support for graduate students. Through strategic and intentional efforts, the role 
of student affairs administrators, faculty, practitioners, and students can support each 
of the implications presented through strategic and intentional efforts. Each of the 
efforts must center and include the students and communities that the implications are 
intended to support. While this inquiry can benefit all higher education institutions, 
predomintately White institutions should engage most with the implications presented 
to strengthen their support of graduate students of Color who also identify as first-
generation. The next section discusses the first implication of creating mentorship 
opportunities for graduate students of Color who also identify as first-generation. 
Mentorship Opportunities 
 Scholars acknowledge that graduate students engage in a socialization process 
in graduate school that allows them to gain the knowledge, skills, and values necessary 
to enter their desired profession (Weidman et al., 2001). The socialization process, 
however, solely focuses on students’ academic abilities and aptitudes (Golde, 2000; 
Lovitts, 2001) and ignores the aspects of students’ emotional, social, and cognitive 
experiences, which are more critical than academic abilities in student success 
(Lovitts, 2001). Specifically, for the participants in this inquiry the lack of emotional, 
social, and cognitive support for their experiences as Brown first-generation women in 
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graduate school created significant impact and left them feeling like they were “alone 
and the lonely ones.” Opportunities for peer, staff, and faculty mentorship in graduate 
school could strengthen the support for students of Color in graduate school.  
 Items to consider in implementing mentorship opportunities are integration of 
students needs in development of the program, intentional matching of mentors and 
mentees, and capacity building for mentors. First, when building a mentorship 
program, it is important to center the needs of the students who will use and work 
directly with the program. A medium (i.e., survey, focus group conversation) for 
students to provide perspectives on what they hope to receive from a mentorship 
program should be created and offered to both current and new students in the 
graduate program. Other topics of conversation should include mentor selection, 
mentor expectations for different types of mentors (i.e., peers, staff, or faculty), 
mentors pairing, topics to discuss, and so forth. The information provided will guide 
the direction and purpose of the program to be by and for students.  
 Next, it is important to create intentionality in the matching process of mentors 
and mentees. Specifically, it is critical to pair students of Color with other mentors of 
Color. Depending on the mentor model chosen (i.e., peer, staff, or faculty), the task to 
pair students of Color with mentors of Color may present challenges. For instance, 
only 8% of Brown people hold master’s degrees across all disciplines (National Center 
for Educational Statistics, 2008). Therefore, to identify a Brown person to mentor a 
Brown graduate student in the same discipline may be impossible. As a result, there 
must be creative methods incorporated in the mentorship program to connect students 
of Color with mentors who identify similarly. At the same time, it is important to be 
mindful that people of Color (particularly women of Color) are frequently asked to 
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participate in various campus initiatives due to lack of representation of staff or faculty 
of Color. As a result, there must be a balance of time and effort for all mentors. The 
incorporation of group mentoring may be an option to honor the emotional, physical, 
and mental labor of people of Color who may be asked to opt into a mentoring role. 
 Third, the capacity building of mentors is vital to the success of a mentorship 
program. For instance, as shared in this inquiry, the participants experienced 
emotional, mental, and physical impact from their White peers and faculty. The 
negative impact caused the participants to feel silenced, which led to their 
disengagement in their program. Therefore, capacity building for mentors can serve as 
preventative action in creating harm/negative impact in situations where students are 
matched with mentors who do not hold similar identities. Specific skill building areas 
for mentors should include personal reflection and understanding of the concepts of 
privilege, oppression, marginalization, and power (Johnson, 2006); intersectionality 
(Crenshaw, 1989); active listening and empathy; culturally responsive practices 
(Lahman et al., 2011); graduate student socialization research (Golde, 2000; Lovitts, 
2001; Perez, 2016, 2017; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Weidman et al., 2001) and 
completion rates disaggregated by demographics (i.e., race, ethnicity, sex, age, social 
class); conflict resolution strategies to inform critical feedback; campus resources and 
policies; and self-care strategies (i.e., mental health services, contemplative practices). 
Each of the areas of capacity building can aid the mentor in establishing relationship 
rapport and strategies of support their mentee. The next section talks about 
implications for co-curricular engagement for graduate students and how to use self-






 In higher education, co-curricular engagement is important in students’ sense 
of belonging and success on campus (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Although 
bachelor’s degree-seeking students account for a majority of students enrolled at four-
year institutions, graduate students also deserve to have co-curricular opportunities 
geared toward their experiences and development. As shared in this inquiry, the 
participants did not have opportunities to process their experiences in graduate school. 
Particularly, it is important to increase co-curricular engagement for graduate students 
to focus on their emotional, social, and cognitive needs. 
 One way to engage the emotional, social, and cognitive development of 
graduate students is to establish co-curricular engagement as a requirement of program 
completion. Specifically, it is critical that co-curricular engagement opportunities be 
created to promote self-authorship development in graduate school. Each department 
or college should create opportunities for students to re-explore the three dimensions 
of self-authorship (intrapersonal, epistemological, and interpersonal). Opportunities 
for students to find support in unpacking each of their dimensions as graduate students 
and identifying any changes in their thinking, relationships, or understanding of self 
would increase student success in their programs (Lovitts, 2001). 
 It is also important to consider how to structure opportunities that promote 
self-authorship. For instance, as shared in this inquiry, social identity can impact how 
an individual engages and/or navigates graduate school. Thus, it would be critical to 
offer opportunities for identity affinity/caucus spaces, spaces for people to work 
within their own social groups (i.e., race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, first-generation, 
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gender), to occur where students can share their experiences in graduate school in 
authentic ways that promote their trust in their internal self. Community guidelines 
should guide the affinity/caucus spaces and should be led by someone who identifies 
in the social group community with facilitation skills to support the conversation. The 
focus group conversations in this inquiry are an example of the need for these spaces. 
Dolores shared that the focus group conversation validated her experiences and 
feelings. She said, 
We all live different lives and grew up in different ways and with different 
beliefs. And then all these amazing Brown women come together [in a research 
study] and share the same feelings with different stories. And somehow, I feel 
like we all understand [each other’s] feelings through our own individual story. 
I know that I am not alone. I’ll never be alone. . . . It’s moments like [this focus 
group] that those few Brown women that you see or those few Brown people 
that are in your circle [validate you]. This is when it matters. 
 
 Similarly, intersectionality theory should be infused in co-curricular 
opportunities to encourage students to bring their whole selves and identities into their 
graduate programs and engagement on campus. Although systemic oppression does 
not afford all students the privilege to engage their whole selves into their graduate 
school experiences, it is imperative to model intersectionality and center it in co-
curricular opportunities to create brave spaces for students to be vulnerable when they 
willing and able to do so. Using intersectionality theory can also provide opportunities 
for critical thinking that enhance understanding around their self-authorship 
development as shared in this inquiry. The next section talks about implications for 
engagement of family in the graduate student process that will serve the moral and 
emotional needs of the student. 
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Engagement of Family 
 Institutions of higher education continue to strengthen their support for first-
generation students in both curricular and co-curricular ways. Specifically, 
incorporating a student’s family into the recruitment and orientation process is one of 
the ways institutions have attempted to bridge support for first-generation students at 
the undergraduate level. Expanding these strategies into the graduate school process 
would benefit graduate students. Particularly, as graduate student demographics shift 
(i.e.. age, race/ethnicity) and the demand for a master’s degree increases in society, 
higher education administrators must intentionally involve family in the graduate 
school process for students to be successful.  
 As shared in this inquiry, the responsibility to family in graduate school was 
critical for the participants in their identities as first-generation graduate student 
women of Color. Not having an opportunity to engage their families in their graduate 
school experience forced the participants often times to choose between their families 
and graduate school. The frustration of having to choose between the two caused the 
participants to feel exhausted and unfulfilled in both priorities. Engaging families of 
Color of first-generation students in graduate school, however, must look different 
than approaches created for White, upper/middle class, second-generation graduate 
students. For instance, culturally responsive practices (Lahman et al., 2011) must be 
used to center collectivist culture and promote family and community advancement. 
The intentionality of culturally responsive practices can provide space for families to 
be brave and engage in authentic conversations with their students about the process of 
graduate school.  
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 Using culturally responsive practices to guide engagement opportunities, it 
would be valuable to bring families to campus and provide “a day in a life of a 
graduate student” experience with their students. Intentional opportunities should be 
created by both academic and student affairs administrators to engage families 
throughout the day. Examples of opportunities for families to learn more about the 
graduate school process could include (a) touring campus; (b) meeting faculty/staff 
associated with their student’s academic program; (c) attending a mock class session 
with their student and learning about expectations around assigned reading, papers, 
and projects; (d) talking with families of second-year students about their experiences 
supporting their students; and (e) engaging in dialogue with their students about their 
needs in graduate school. The family’s conversation would provide an opportunity to 
reflect about their campus experience and for the student to share one’s emotional and 
moral support needs. As the participants confirmed and talked about in this inquiry, 
they wanted their families to support them morally and emotionally by asking about 
how they were doing in graduate school, pouring them a cup of coffee while writing 
papers, or expressing understanding when they did not come home on weekends. 
Support materials such as words of advice from past and current students and families 
could be provided to the families as take-aways from the experience. Providing a 
direct learning experience for families to learn more about the graduate student 
experience could create opportunities for first-generation, graduate students of Color 
to strengthen both their success in graduate school and their relationships with their 
families. The next section talks about implications for capacity building for faculty 




 In higher education, the classroom is an environment that encourages students 
to dialogue about issues impacting the world around them. Conversations in the 
classroom promote knowledge growth and teach students how to engage with others 
who hold different perspectives than themselves. This is especially true for graduate 
programs who engage in critical conversations around topics of social justice and 
socialization processes. For these conversations to be successful, faculty members 
must have strong facilitation skills to both validate multiple perspectives and engage 
conflict that may arise.  
 As shared in this inquiry, the participants did not feel supported in their 
classroom environments by faculty. In fact, they questioned their engagement with 
faculty for support and even labeled their classroom environments as hostile for them 
as first-generation, graduate student, women of Color. Having a lack of trust for 
faculty and their management of classroom behaviors can hinder a graduate student’s 
success both academically and socially. Therefore, it is imperative that faculty engage 
in capacity building that enhances their pedagogical approaches in the classroom.  
 Areas of capacity building that provide foundational facilitation skills for 
faculty include individual identity awareness, understanding of cultural humility, and 
conflict resolution skill development. The focus on individual identity will support 
faculty in understanding their areas of privilege and marginalization, which can aid 
them in understanding their perceived power as an authority figure in the classroom 
and how to use their power in discretionary ways in their engagement with students of 
different social identities than them. Next, capacity building in cultural humility can 
strengthen faculty’s recognition of the need for consistent and critical self-reflection of 
themselves and their facilitation styles that promote inclusive classroom conversations 
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and spaces (Trevalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998). Understanding of cultural humility 
also can eliminate othering, the view or treatment of a group of people different than 
how a person would treat themselves, by focusing on their individual behaviors and 
how those behaviors are used to engage with others. Finally, learning about conflict 
resolution practices (i.e., dialogue, mediation, facilitated dialogue) can support faculty 
in learning strategies to engage, interrupt, and remove specific behaviors from 
classroom conversations that could be harmful for students, particularly students with 
marginalized identities and experiences. The focus on these three areas of capacity 
building could enhance the classroom environment significantly for first-generation, 
graduate student, women of Color. The next section talks about implications for first-
generation, graduate student, women of Color to have permission to live and thrive. 
Mental Health Support 
 The demographics in higher education have shifted dramatically in the past 10 
years to reflect a more diverse student body in graduate school (National Center for 
Educational Statistics, 2008). The system of higher education, however, continues to 
be challenged in supporting students of Color and other students in marginalized 
communities in graduate school. Specifically, support for the mental health of 
graduate students in marginalized communities must be addressed. Scholars suggest 
that graduate students are six times more likely than the general population to 
experience depression and anxiety (Evans, Bira, Gastelum, Weiss, & Vanderford, 
2018). The intersectionality of multiple marginalized identities in graduate school 
increases the mental health impact, which was highlighted in this inquiry. It is not 
equitable that graduate students in marginalized communities are forced to operate in 
environments that do not attend to their mental health needs.  
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 Campus administrators, faculty, and student affairs professionals must figure 
out ways to support the mental health of graduate students with multiple marginalized 
identities. First, it is critical graduate students know they have the permission to live 
and thrive in graduate school. To deliver this message, there should be efforts to 
destigmatize mental health services consistently across academic programs. One way 
to passively encourage the use of mental health services is to place statements in 
course syllabi for students to access when they need it. In addition, faculty/staff should 
not perpetuate graduate student processes that promote survival of the fittest ideology. 
Graduate school is not a linear process and should not be promoted as one.  
 Second, it is important that administrators, faculty, and student affairs 
practitioners model self-care and vulnerability for students. When appropriate, there 
should be messaging and programming that encourages self-care around high stress 
times of the semester (i.e., midterms, finals, comprehensive exams) to aid in 
preventative mental health crises. Acknowledging how stress impacts academic 
success and wellness sends a message to students that the campus cares about their 
mental health. In addition, when in one-on-one or intimate conversations with 
students, administrators, faculty, and student affairs practitioners should take the 
opportunity to be vulnerable about how they have integrated self-care into their lives 
to manage stressors or challenges with mental health, if applicable. The power of story 
from external authority can change the narrative around mental health stigma and 
asking for support. In addition, it is critical to emphasize the process of healing looks 
different for everyone. By supporting students to reframe their understanding of 
mental health, campuses can become places where students feel brave enough to share 
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about their needs for wellness. The next section talks about how the findings and 
implications of this inquiry will inform future research.  
Future Research 
 The findings of this inquiry provided understanding on the experiences of 
Brown, first-generation, women navigating their Brownness and self-authorship 
development in graduate school at a predominately White institution. The implications 
of the findings provided ways to strengthen the support of Brown, first-generation 
women in graduate school, which led me to consider areas of future research. 
Specifically, I recognize the need to expand research to focus on Hispanic serving 
institutions (HSIs), self-authorship development and its relationship with other social 
identities and student experiences, and Brown women’s doctoral student experiences.  
 First, the research conducted about HSIs continues to validate the need for 
HSIs and how they impact the persistence and graduation rates of Brown students 
(Excelencia in Education, 2011). Because of this positive impact, I am interested in 
replicating my inquiry at an HSI. The intentionality of curricular and co-curricular 
engagement around Brown issues and culture may influence the experience of Brown, 
first-generation women in graduate school in a way that shifts how they navigate their 
identity and self-authorship development. Specifically, I am interested in how the 
environment may influence Brown, first generation, women graduate students’ 
understanding of their Brownness and intersectional identities. In addition, I am 
interested in how Brown, first-generation, women, graduate students experience an 
HSI environment and how their experience influences their self-authorship 
development through messaging at HSIs versus predominately White institution. 
Questions to explore could be: How do Brown, first generation, women in graduate 
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school make meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship at an HSI? and How 
do Brown, first generation, women in graduate school navigate Brown and White 
socialization patterns at an HSI? 
 Next, I recommend further exploration of self-authorship development through 
the lens of various social identities. Specifically, I believe there is value to uncover 
how social identities such as social class, documentation status, sexual orientation, 
disability, and so forth intersect with self-authorship development for Brown women 
graduate students. The experiences uncovered in this inquiry provided information that 
the first-generation status of students greatly impacted the participants experience in 
graduate school. A concentrated study on other social identities could advance the 
support and retention rates of Brown women in graduate school.  
 In addition, it is important to explore self-authorship from a non-linear 
framework. Specifically, my decision to blend my analysis of self-authorship 
development (Baxter Magolda & King, 2008) with intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989, 
1991), and Mestiza consciousness (Anzaldúa, 1987) theories advanced my ability as a 
researcher to make connections that dismantled the linear framework of self-
authorship. I do not agree with past scholarship that self-authorship is a linear concept, 
rather I believe individuals are required to self-author each time they enter new 
environments with new external authorities. As a result, there is a need to explore 
further self-authorship through the lens of third-space feminism theories. The use of 
third-space feminism theories in analysis will also compliment the research of self-
authorship through the lens of various social identities, as suggested above. 
 Third, the participants in this inquiry also shared student experiences as Latina 
Greek organization members and graduate assistants on campus. Although I did not 
208 
 
explore the implications for the participants in these experiences in their self-
authorship development, I do believe there is information to be uncovered in each of 
the student experiences. Specifically, past scholarship has indicated that membership 
in Latina Greek organizations increases student retention through “empowerment and 
self-esteem, academic and emotional support” in bachelor’s programs (Muñoz & 
Guardia, 2009, p. 125). I am interested in understanding how being a member of a 
Latina Greek organization influences self-authorship development in graduate school. 
For research focused on the influence of graduate assistantships, I am aware that 
multiple graduate programs couple graduate assistantships with academic learning to 
have a direct application of theory outside the classroom. It is my belief from my own 
experience that having an opportunity to directly apply the content you are learning in 
the classroom strengthens confidence and personal reflection. As a result, I am 
interested in learning more about how Brown graduate students make meaning of their 
graduate assistantship experience and its influence in their self-authorship 
development. 
 Finally, as a doctoral student I often thought about my own experience with 
self-authorship in graduate school at both the master’s and doctoral level throughout 
this inquiry. My reflections and experiences in graduate school made me feel as if I 
was weaving in and out of understanding and using my internal voice. For this reason, 
I am interested in studying the experiences of Brown women at the doctoral level and 
their understanding/application of self-authorship at both predominately White 
institutions and HSIs. I also believe there is value in doing analysis of the findings at 
predominately White institutions and HSIs to identify differences among the 




 In this chapter, I shared findings from the inquiry, discussion and implications 
for practice, and recommendations for practice. First, the findings were provided and 
categorized into the three-dimensional areas of self-authorship, intrapersonal, 
epistemological, and interpersonal. Six patterns emerged within the analysis: (a) 
shifting in their Brownness, (b) understanding their intersectionality, (c) self-
transformation, (d) self-validation, (e) responsibility to family, and (f) being alone and 
the “lonely one.” Each of the patterns was then discussed through the framework of 
self-authorship and intersectionality and Mestiza consciousness theories. 
 The first two patterns (shifting in their Brownness and understanding their 
intersectionality) shared were analyzed in the intrapersonal dimension. A synopsis of 
the intrapersonal dimension and participant stories from Chapter IV was first shared to 
reconnect the reader to the conceptual framework of self-authorship and testimonios of 
the participants. Next, a discussion was presented on how the participants shifted over 
time based on messaging they had received in their upbringing from external 
authority. Specific examples were shared from each of the participant’s stories that 
highlighted the influence of family and how she engaged with family when her 
internal voice developed. Finally, the participant’s application of co-existence in 
graduate school was discussed to identify how she made meaning of her identity 
intersectionality and lived experiences as Brown, first-generation, women in graduate 
school. 
 Next, the epistemological dimension patterns (self-transformation and self-
validation) were introduced. In this dimension, the intersectionality of the participants 
first-generation student identity and their Brownness blended, which informed their 
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understanding of how they understood their thinking about the world around them. 
The participants talked about their journeys in trusting their internal voices from the 
start of their graduate programs to the end of/current status in their programs, 
represented on their collective collage by a butterfly. It was also identified that the 
participants created a new space of consciousness for themselves that did not require 
them to separate their identities and lived experiences as Brown women from their 
first-generation graduate student identity. 
 The second epistemological pattern of self-validation was then discussed. 
Three of the five participants resonated with having to validate themselves about their 
experience in graduate school. The participants’ intersectionality of their identity as 
first-generation students and program area informed their experience not feeling 
validated as Brown women in graduate school. The responses from each of the 
participants demonstrated the emotional impact they felt in having to validate 
themselves throughout their graduate school process. Because of their experience, the 
participants demonstrated they were moving toward building an internal foundation in 
their self-authorship, all while existing in a border where they were individually 
responsible for creating, managing, and distributing validation for themselves.   
 Third, the interpersonal dimension patterns (responsibility to family and being 
alone and the “lonely one”) are shared. The participants’ navigation of how they made 
decisions around their relationships with family was complex and required the 
participants be strategic in balancing out the needs of their families along with 
graduate school. The responsibilities varied and intersected with gendered 
expectations associated with each of the participants roles in their family (i.e., oldest 
daughter, wife/granddaughter, college educated). All participants resonated with the 
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responsibility they felt to family and recognized that they were going to be figuring 
out the balance of family responsibilities forever. 
 The second interpersonal pattern was being alone and “the lonely one.” In this 
pattern the participants talked about their experiences navigating Whiteness in 
graduate school and the impact it had on them. Specifically, Whiteness silenced the 
participants either out of frustration or exhaustion from having to constantly navigate 
and protect themselves from harm. In addition, each participant made choices about 
her engagement with others in graduate school based on her intersectional identities of 
marginalization. Recognizing the coraje (courage) they exhibited by navigating 
graduate school supported the participants in trusting their decisions and instinct to 
follow their internal voice.  
 Finally, the chapter closes with implications for practice and areas for future 
research. The implications for practice focused on creating mentorship programs and 
co-curricular programming for graduate students; engaging family in the graduate 
school process; increasing capacity building for administrators, faculty, and student 
affairs practitioners; and promoting mental health support and de-stigmatization. The 
implications for this inquiry informed my areas of future research. The areas I 
identified to expand research on were graduate student experiences at HSIs, self-
authorship development and its relationship with other social identities and student 
experiences, and Brown women’s doctoral student experiences at both predominately 
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO 
 
Project Title: (Re)Awakening Chicana Identity: Testimonios of Ethnic Identity & Self-
Authorship 
 
Researcher: Reyna M. Anaya, Doctoral Student, Higher Education & Student Affairs 
Leadership; Reyna.Anaya@unco.edu, (xxx) xxx-xxxx 
 
Research Advisor: Florence Guido, Ph.D., Professor, Higher Education & Student 
Affairs Leadership; Flo.Guido@unco.edu, (970) 351-2308 
 
Purpose & Description: The purpose of this critical/cultural, constructivist testimonio 
and collage inquiry is to understand how Chicana graduate students make meaning of 
their ethnic identity and self-authorship.  There are many terms used to describe 
Brownness as it relates to ethnic identity, and each connect with various experiences, 
feelings and perspectives. At this stage in the research, Brown or Brownness refers to 
racial identity, while identifiers such as Chicano/a/x, Latino/a/x, Hispanic, and 
Spanish will refer to ethnic identity. I choose to use the identifier Chicana based on the 
ethnic hybridity it can provide for Brown individuals in answering the question, “Who 
Am I?” The term Chicana refers to U.S. citizens of Mexican descent, and their history 
and experience as Mexican-Americans in the pre-Anglo, American Southwest and 
Mexico. 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study to learn more about how Chicana 
graduate students make meaning of their ethnic identity and self-authorship.  You 
were selected as a possible participant in this study because you are a Master's level 
graduate student who identifies as a Brown woman. In addition, you identify as being 
second or third generation in the US. 
 
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to participate in two guided reflections, 
two 60-90-minute individual testimonios, and two 60-120-minute focus group 
conversations. No contact with the researcher is required to complete the guided 
reflections, rather you will be provided a prompt to answer before your next contact 
with the researcher. 
 
In your first guided reflection, you will be asked to make a collage, a collection of 
personal artifacts or found materials pasted or taped to a flat surface. A copy of your 
collage will be published in the final dissertation document. You will have the option 
to provide consent for use of personal images used in your collage. If you decide to 




The individual testimonios and focus group conversations will be audio-digitally 
recorded and transcribed. The testimonios will take place in a private office on the 
UNC campus during business hours of the institution (i.e., Monday-Friday, 8am to 
5pm). Focus group conversations will take place at a private off campus location on a 
weekend afternoon.  
 
The final focus group will be the longer of the two focus groups, as it will involve a 
collaborative collage project. A copy of the collaborative collage will be published in 
the final dissertation document. You will have the option to provide consent for use of 
personal images used in the collage. If you decide to not consent for use of your 
images, the images will be blurred out in the final document. Both the individual and 
collaborative collage recommendations for personal image use were consulted with 
Dr. Maria Lahman, Professor in Applied Statistics & Research Methods program at 
UNC. 
 
The researcher intends to keep the contents of these files confidential and private. All 
files will be destroyed after three years. To further help maintain confidentiality, each 
participants name will be replaced with a pseudonym that you will select. The names 
of participants will not appear within the study itself or in any professional report of 
this research. 
 
Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary. Upon completion, you will be 
compensated with a $10.00 Starbucks gift card. Should you decide to drop out of the 
study for any reason, there is no effect to you as a UNC student. The results of your 
participation will be strictly confidential.  
 
Your participation in this study will most likely not result in any direct benefits to you 
as an individual. Your participation will contribute to the understanding of the 
University community, and how they can serve you and other students who identify as 
Chicanas on the UNC campus. The risks involved in this research are no greater than 
those normally experienced in classroom participation. Participants will receive a copy 
of the final research findings. 
 
Please feel free to contact me via phone or email if you have any questions or 








Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you 
begin participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your 
decision will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask 
questions, please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of 
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this form will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns 
about your selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact Sherry May, 
IRB Administrator, Office of Sponsored Programs, Kepner Hall, University of 
Northern Colorado, Greeley, CO 80639; (970) 351-1910. 
 
 
In the event photos of personal image(s), that I have provided the researcher, are used 
in the study, I understand I may be identifiable and consent to the use of these images 








Researcher's Signature       Date 
 
 
